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San Jose Greets
Oscar Wilde:

April Third, 1882

Robert D. Pepper

I

t seems almost incredible-the ineffable esthete in his ··Francis I
dress," only a few blocks away from the San Jose State Campus.'
But it really happened. Exactly a hundred years ago this spring Oscar
Wilde, then a brash young man of twenty-seven. played a one-night
stand in San Jose's California Theater, on the west side of South Second
Street between Santa Clara and San Fernando Streets. And his contro·
versial personality incited two local newspapers-one of them the San
Jose Mercury-to a quasi-Homeric press battle in the best 19th-century
journalistic tradition.
The San Jose lecture was one of ten delivered that spring in Northern
California by the notorious apostle of fin-de-siecle decadence, part of his
year-long stay in North America, from January to December. 1882.
Wilde's lecture tour had been arranged by the London impresario
Richard D'Oyly Carte, as a unique form of publicity for the new Gilbert
and Sullivan comic operetta Patience, or Bun thorne's Bride. Gilbert had
written a witty spoof of the poets and artists who, following the lead of
the Pre-Raphaelite Movement, were "anxious for to shine in the high
aesthetic line." Rightly or wrongly, his Reginald Bun thorne, the Fleshly
Poet, was generally taken for a caric~ture of Oscar Wilde. When pirated
versions of Patience began playing to packed houses in the United
States, D'Oyly Carte decided to cash in on American enthusiasm with an
official road company. and sent along a live (and costumed) Bun thorne
to make assurance doubly sure.:!
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Wilde arrived in New York on January second; and after a cold winter
of lecturing in the East and Midwest was delighted, at the end of March,
to find himself basking in California sunshine. His train pulled into the
Oakland station on Sunday March 26th. For the next two weeks, using
San Francisco as his base of operations, he lectured on various "esthetic"
topics wherever a sizable audience could be assembled: four times in San
Francisco,3 twice each in Oakland and Sacramento, and once each in
Stockton and San Jose. 4 (During this period the Comley-Barton Opera
Troupe was playing Patience in San F\-ancisco, with the principal
comedian made up to look like Wilde.) On Easter Sund.ay, April 9th,
Oscar headed back across the Sierra Nevada.
Mter its brief months of glory as the state capital (1849-1851), San Jose
had survived the collapse of the goldrush boom to become a thriving
market center for the wheat fields, orchards, and citrus groves of the
fertile Santa Clara Valley. In the 1860s and 70s there were more than a
dozen newspapers and other journals in the valley, though most were
short-lived.s In 1874, for example, Edwin Markham, a contemporary of
Wilde's, had joined several other young men to found a San Jose
newspaper which lasted only two weeks.
The San Jose Daily Morning Times and the San Jose Daily Mercury
(also a morning paper) were rather more durable. In 1882 the veteran
Mercury and the three-year-old Times dominated the journalistic world
of Santa Clara County; the Daily Herald (an evening paper) was their
only real competition. 6 A few years later all three journals had been
bought up by Charles M. Shortridge, a remarkable young man in his
twenties, who inaugurated a new era in San Jose journalism. But the
story of his Horatio Alger career and of his local monopoly, a replica in
miniature of the Hearst or Pulitzer newspaper empires, is outside our
present ken.
When a town still has competing newspapers, there is usually a
spirited rivalry. Such rivalry is prominent in the Times and Mercury
stories of Oscar Wilde's brief visit to San Jose-advance publicity,
lecture coverage, and aftermath. The two editors, J.J. Owen of the
Mercury and S.W. De Lacy of the Times, were already enemies. 7 Wilde's
colorful personality simply furnished them one more subject, a lively one,
to disagree about.
The 54-year-old James Jerome Owen and his younger rival Stephen W.
De Lacy (born 1843) were, like nearly all their" Anglo" contemporaries,
first-generation immigrants to California. Owen had had a distinguished
career: from printer-farmer-schoolteacher to Superintendent of Schools
to legislator in his native state of New York; member of the California
State Assembly (1862-3) and Speaker pro tem (1863-4); founder and
sometime president of the San Jose Electric Light Works; and eminently
successful newspaperman in San Jose for two decades. From its foundation in 1878 he had been superintendent of the Mercury Printing and
8

P late 2. J.J. Owen, "Founder of Mercury." Courtesy of the San Jose
Historical Museum.
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Plate 3. Stephen W. de Lacy, editor of the Daily Morning Times. From
J.P. Munro-Fraser, History of Santa Clara County, California.

Publishing Company, parent of the present-day firm which publishes the
morning Mercury and the afternoon News, San Jose's two surviving
papers. In 1882 the Mercury's masthead listed J.J. Owen as Editor and
Manager, and Clifford J. Owen, elder of his two sons, as "Assistant."
The Times management, which listed no names on the masthead, was
rather more plebeian. A ship's carpenter and steam-engine mechanic in
his native New Orleans, De Lacy had followed his parents and his
brother Hugh to the Santa Clara Valley. There he first worked in theN ew
Almaden quicksilver mines, then became a successful builder and
contractor, and finally a San Jose newspaperman. In 1879 De Lacy and
three members of the Murdoch family founded the Daily Morning Times.
The venture prospered. Within a year De Lacy had bought out all his
partners, leaving the Times a one-man operation.
De Lacy edited a vigorous paper, aiming to please businessman,
farmer, and artisan, and careful not to identify itself with either
Northern Republicans or Southern Democrats. (The wounds of the
Civil War healed slowly, even in California; and the bloody shirt was
waved there as elsewhere.) A local history published the year before
Wilde's visit says that De Lacy aimed to make the Times "a live, spicy
local paper...." This was an implied thrust at Owen, who is characterized by the same book as "an active Republican, for which party he has
worked with much zeal and ability." 8 Though the two editors also
differed over non-political matters, such as the proposed lighting of San
Jose streets by Owen's electric company, the quality of Owen's Republicanism was De Lacy's favorite point of attack.
The zest of battle must have been heightened for De Lacy by his
position as underdog. And part of the fun lay in the attempt of the Owen
family to avoid journalistic mudslinging, as befitted the proprietors of a
distinguished and dignified enterprise. The 1881 historian credited
Owen's management of the Mercury with having gained for it "a high
position among its contemporaries in the country." 9 The Mercury's own
tenth-anniversary notice (as a daily paper: on March 12th, 1882) was
only a bit more modest: the paper called itself"an acknowledged leader
among the interior journals of the state." An established leader could
hardly afford to indulge in cheap vilification of rivals.
Older and younger man, ex-schoolteacher and ex-carpenter, North·
erner and Southerner, Republican and "independent," experienced
journalist and Johnny-come-lately: the contrasts are sharp enough to
make the Owen-De Lacy feud understandable, if not inevitable. Feud,
however, is perhaps too strong a word. Rather, De Lacy seems consis·
tently to have tried to provoke Owen into a journalistic dogfight, but the
less uninhibited editor of the Mercury usually ignored the younger man's
provocations.
Whatever its politics, a daily newspaper in San Jose of the 1880's often
had to scratch hard for copy. On Sunday April 2nd, De Lacy mounted a
10

rather plaintive attack on the Sacramento Bee for stealing an item of
local news.
Sacramento is a larger city [said the Times] and [news] items are
easily procurable. Here in San Jose the newspaper man struggles
with a bravery born of dispair [sic] to fill up the columns of the
paper he represents ....
But in the early spring of 1882, when four big stories followed close on
each other's heels, De Lacy had no valid cause for complaint. A
sensational trial was held in San Jose during the last weeks of March,
and America's most venerated poet, Henry Wadsworth Longfellow,
whom Wilde had visited in the East, died on Friday March 24th. In early
April, on the day of Wilde's San Jose lecture, Jesse James was murdered
in Missouri by the treacherous Bob FordThe dirty little coward
Who shot Mr. Howard
And laid poor Jesse in his grave.I 0
Later that same week President Chester A. Arthur roused the West
Coast to violent anger by his veto of the anti-Chinese immigration bill.
San Jose opinion on that issue (opinion of the non-Oriental public, at
least) was fairly represented by the headlines of a two-column Times
advertisement running the full length of page one on Tuesday April 4th:
The Question of the Hour! Will President
Arthur Veto the Chinese Bill? No, Not Possible!
Will the Onward Course and Rising House of O.A.
Hale & Co. be Vetoed? No, Not Possible!
But when major news stories were not breaking with this unusual
rapidity, the Times, the Mercury, and their competitors had to make copy
out of such matters as runaway horses, local political meetings, and the
hunting of wildcats and coyotes near Gilroy. To vary the monotony, both
Times and Mercury gave whimsical alliterative headings to news from
towns to the west and south-Hollister Happenings, Los Gatos Gleanings, Santa Cruz Crumbs, Watsonville Waifs. Tidbits of San Jose news
were run in the Times under the rubric "Local Laconics."
Then, along with the spring flowers, came Oscar Wilde, the answer to a
news-hungry editor's prayer, and a fresh subject for the Owen-De Lacy
quarrel. On Sunday March 19th, while the new national celebrity was
still lecturing in the plains states, the Times reported:
11

Oscar Wilde, the leader of London esthetics, has been engaged by
manager Locke for six lectures on this coast. If a sufficient amount
can be subscribed he will lecture at the California Theater in this
city about the 30th of this month. 11 The subscription list will be
opened at Wood and Brown's drug store on Monday.
Though in 1879 the California Theater had boasted as its second
attraction a professional production of Hamlet, it generally had to make
do with less pretentious fare. 12 During the time Wilde was in the Bay
Area, the theater's manager, Charles R. Bacon, booked, among other
programs, a Unity Social, the Georgia Minstrels, and a roadshow
production of Uncle Tom's Cabin. The California was both newer and
larger than the Music Hall, in 1882 San Jose's only other theater. (The
San Jose Opera House, which would have been Locke's first choice, had
burned down some months earlier.)
Another factor that may have influenced Locke's choice of the
California was its 350-seat lecture hall adjoining the theater. The
Mercury commented (Sunday April 2nd) that "lectures as a rule are not
extensively patronized in this city." Locke and Bacon may have planned
to use this smaller hall as a standby alternative, if worst came to worst,
so that Wilde would not have to face a small audience in a theater that
seated almost a thousand. As things turned out, the lecture hall could
probably have held the entire audience, but advance ticket sales were
large enough to encourage use of the theater. On the night of the lecture,
standing alone down center of the large stage (58 ft. by 38ft.), Wilde saw
many empty seats, but at least, as one reporter informs us, the dress circle
was filled.
A few weeks earlier, that same journalist (or his boss) was thinking in
terms of a much smaller chamber. On Tuesday March 21st the editorial
page of the Times first sounded an anti-Wilde keynote:
The loblolly boy, Oscar Wilde, says: "The room in America which
has most impressed me was a little, bare, white-washed room in
Camden town, where I met Walt Whitman. There was a big chair
for him, and a little stool for me." The spectacle of a six feet,
double-jointed, fluffy esthete shut up like a jackknife and sitting on
"a little stool" must have been very impressive.
The Mercury, though by no means uncritical, was generally somewhat
kinder to Oscar. If I have correctly interpreted the evidence, the senior
Owen, a more tolerant and better-read man than his counterpart on the
Times, was quite sympathetic to Wilde's estheticism, but his "assistant"
was rather more astringent. (It could, I admit, have been the other way
round.) 13 At any rate, the first editorial mention of Wilde in the Mercury
12

(Thursday March 23d) is eminently fairminded, along with its display of
regional braggadocio. "Come along, Oscar," invited the MercuryWe may not, like the aesthetic Cincinnatian, be able to show you
how to disembowel thirty hogs in a minute, but we can introduce
you to a country and a climate the like of which never echoed to the
roar of the British lion. We will give you a sniff of zephyrs laden
with the balm of violets, and mignonette, and the white blooms of a
thousand orange groves. We will listen to you if you have anything
to say, and lampoon you if you haven't. So come along, Oscar.
The following day (Friday March 24th) the Mercury turned its
attention from the climate and flora of California to the intellectual
accomplishments of American belles. This item may well have come
from the pen of a former School Superintendent; and it was appropriate
for the home of the first and so far the only "normal school" in the state.
Oscar Wilde [wrote the Mercury] talks about American farmers as
"the peasantry of this young and undeveloped country." An
exchange suggests that if some of the accomplished daughters of
these "peasants, should get at Oscar they would put him through a
course of musical and artistic criticism, to say nothing of Greek,
Latin, French, German and Italian, that would astonish him into
confessing himself a fool.
Wilde did in fact admire American girls, but not for their intellect.
"After his return to England,, reports Hesketh Pearson, "he said that
American girls were 'pretty and charming-little oases of pretty unreasonableness in a vast desert of practical common sense.' , 14
The Times' reaction to Oscar's personality was probably more typical
than the Mercury's. Again according to Hesketh Pearson:
Most of the [U.S.] newspapers, taking their tone from Punch and
Patience, treated him by turns as a comedian and a charlatan, and
in a letter to a sympathiser, Joaquin Miller, he asked: "Who are
these scribes who, passing with purposeless alacrity from the
Police News to the Parthenon, and from crime to criticism, sway
with such serene incapacity the office which they so lately swept?" 15
And yet again:
He described the conscience of an editor as "purely decorative,"
said that American newspapers were "comic without being
amusing,, but expressed his gratification at having "provided a
permanent employment to many an ink-stained life."J 6
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These witticisms by no means exhaust the Wildean repertoire on this
topic. On the train between Sacramento and Oakland, Oscar told a
reporter from the Sacramento Record· Union, "There is no limit to the
nonsense some men will write if it raises the circulation of the paper from
one to two." 17 And in London, on his return from America, he said: "If
you survive yellow journalism, you need not be afraid of yellow fever." 18
Such comments of course did not endear Oscar Wilde to American
newspapermen. One of his traits, though, inspired more journalistic
astonishment than outrage or contempt. On Thursday March 23d, two
days after the "loblolly" item, the Times carried a months-old story from
the Boston News about the hearty meal Oscar had enjoyed when he first
arrived in that city. The Times ran it under the heading "An Aesthete's
Appetite." Americans never ceased to marvel that, as Oscar himself put
it, "art and appetite could go hand in hand." 19 That week, incidentally,
was the end of the second term at the California State Normal School in
San Jose. The Local Laconics of Saturday's Times (March 25th)
announced that the students would have a holiday on Monday March
27th and would begin the new term on Tuesday the 28th. 20
A filler squib in the Times on Sunday the 26th adapted an old chestnut
to fit the currently popular butt of satire:
"How many tenses are there?" asked the teacher of a boy; •'The
present, the perfect, the imperfect, the pluperfect, the first future,
the second future and the Oscar Wilde." "Why," asked she, "what
tense is he?" "Oh," replied the boy, "he's intense."
Arrangements for the lecture were proceeding nicely by Tuesday
March 28th, when both Times and Mercury urged readers to get their
tickets without delay. "Oscar Wilde, the leader of the London aesthetes,
the much-talked-oflover of the sunflower and lily," said the Times, would
lecture definitely on Monday April third: his new subject, "The English
Renaissance." With obvious relish De Lacy added a bit of gossip-or was
he putting ideas into youthful heads?

It is rumored that over fifty young men of this city, imbued with a
spirit of mischief, will attend the lecture attired in knee-breeches,
and each bearing a sunflower and a lily.
This jape had come to be known as "the Boston trick," after the
January lecture which sixty Harvard undergraduates had attended in a
variety of Bun thorne costumes. But the unflappable Oscar had got wind
of the game and was prepared for them. He wore ordinary evening dress
that night, and his good-humored chastisement of the satirists disarmed
them and put the Boston audience on his side.
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I see about me [he had said] the signs of an aesthetic movement. I
see young men who are no doubt sincere, but I can assure them they
are no more than caricatures.... As I look about me, I am impelled
for the first time to breathe a fervent prayer, "Save me from my
disciples." But rather let me, as Wordsworth says, "Turn from these
bold, bad men."2I
When, at a later lecture in New Haven, two hundred Yale men showed up
with red neckties and sunflower boutonnieres, Oscar simply ignored
them.
Two days after the Times dropped its hint, the Mercury took pains to
throw cold water on it. "There is positively no truth," wrote one of the
Owens on Thursday March 30th, "in the rumor that a number of the
young men of this city [might] imitate the 'boorish' Harvard students ...."
But on Sunday April 2nd, the eve of Oscar's lecture, the Mercury seemed
apprehensive:
Now let those who go to see him, the young aesthetes especially, see
if he can not be treated with greater respect in San Jose than he was
in Boston, that "Hub of the Universe." 22
In the event, the San Jose esthetes were quite decorous; the only bizarre
costume reported in the California Theater on April third appeared on
the stage. Oscar may perhaps have noticed among the audience an
unusual display of one of his favorite flowers-but not in the male
contingent. "Big sunflowers may be seen on the hats of the ladies,"
reported the Mercury on Saturday April first, "since Oscar Wilde was
announced to lecture in this city." The staid Mercury unbent far enough
to add a pseudo-Wildean catch-phrase: "They are consummately utter."
A Times editorial on Friday in that same week (March 31st) heaped
scorn on both the costume and its wearer in good round terms:
A cogent and unanswerable argument for the wearing of a velvet
coat and knee breeches was advanced by Oscar Wilde in his lecture
[in San Francisco, Wednesday March 29th]. "If you look," said he,
"at the paintings of George Washington you will see how a great
and brave man arrayed himself." But why not go further back and
look at a painting of Edward the Black Prince, with an iron pot on
his head, and coat and breeches made of the same soft material,
and take that as an argument for Spring fashions in cast-iron? Why
not go still beyond, to the primitive costume of Adam before he
adopted the modernized fig leaves?
Wilde's reasoning is like his frowzy hair, parted in the middle. As
a teacher and reformer he is a failure, and as a poet he is obscene.
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No gentleman would dare to read some of Wilde's poem aloud to a
company of ladies. His renaissance and art twaddle is very poor
second-hand stuff, and but for his knee breeches and advertising he
would attract less attention than a dancing bear.
The prototype and no doubt the inspiration of De Lacy's scathing
denunciation was Thomas Wentworth Higginson's attack on Wilde in
the February 4th number of The Women'sJournal. 23 Thechargeofpoetic
obscenity <Higginson had singled out Wilde's "Charmides") was coming
to be heard more and more frequently in Anglo-Saxon society as the
influence of Baudelaire and the French Symbolists began to penetrate
late Victorian English verse. One cannot help wondering what De Lacy's
reaction was (or would have been) to some of Oscar's later prose-say
Dorian Gray or "The Portrait of Mr. W.H."!
The Mercury quickly picked up the challenge implied in the Times'
comments on Oscar's costume. On Sunday April 2nd it reprinted an
editorial, "Oscar Wilde's Dress," from the Sacramento Record- Union. Its
theme was that "the modern dress of man is an offense and an
abomination." If Wilde's dress, concluded the Sacramento journalist,
"were the only thing about him open to criticism, the censure of him
would have to be left to the fools." 24 In San Jose, this was not be the last
word on that subject from either side.
Backtracking slightly, the Wilde item in the San Jose Times for
Saturday, All Fools Day, was jocular but not contemptuous. It began:
"We are not of those who swallow the Mormon yarn about Oscar Wilde,
and his remarking that the Mormon question was too Utah-ly Utah." But
the following day (Sunday April 2nd) the Times printed a reminder that
was downright insulting as well as badly written and badly printed:
Don't forget that Oscar Wilde, the homeliest poet on earth, will be at
the California Theater on Monday evening, April 3d. The method of
his madness costs $1 to behold. It is expected that as money is
plenty [sic] ... the house will be filled with those anxious to see and
hear him.
Wilde's pasty complexion and heavy jaw, the discrepancy between the
upper and lower portions of his face, probably account for De Lacy's
insult and for the reaction of the many other persons who were repelled
by his features. "There was something odd about his personal appearance," writes Hesketh Pearson, even in his undergraduate days at
Oxford. Both the Times and (especially) the Mercury would have more to
say on this subject, too, in their coverage of the lecture. 25
If editor De Lacy was reading the San Francisco papers regularly, one
might expect him to have softened his opinion of the allegedly namby-
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pamby poet when he learned what had happened in San Francisco on
Saturday night. The younger members of the Bohemian Club, planning
an April Fool's prank on the visiting celebrity, had invited him to a
dinner at which they planned to get him drunk. But the same trick had
already been played in New York, with the same results. Both sets of
pranksters had forgotten that Wilde was a large man and an Irishman to
boot.
A few weeks later the miners in Leadville, Colorado, were delighted to
find that Oscar could drink unlimited quantities of whiskey without bad
effects.2s Indeed, during his wildly sybaritic years in London a decade
later, it is said that Wilde engaged in social drinking more or less
continuously every day from noon to midnight without noticeable
impairment of his speech or other faculties. And thus it was at the
Bohemian Club. Rather like Socrates at Plato's symposium, Oscar drank
everyone else under the table, so the stol'y goes, and in the small hours of
the morning strolled back alone and unaided to his suite in the Palace
Hotel. 27
By Monday April third, when "The Three-Bottle Man" was scheduled
to talk in San Jose, Mother Nature was providing liquids of a milder
sort. 28 Under the heading "Welcome Showers," Tuesday's San Jose
Times printed this weather report:
The showers of Sunday night were supplemented by the rains of
yesterday [Monday] which commenced to fall about 10 o'clock in
the morning and continued to come down gently until after dark.
With the warm pleasant days and nights we are now having,
vegetation is thriving luxuriantly, and with the showers yet certain
to come good harvests are looked for.
Wilde's manager could hardly have shared the Times' enthusiasm
about the rain. But there seems to have been a fairly good turnout for the
San Jose lecture nonetheless, even without a reminder from local
newspapers, which did not publish on Mondays. As one might expect, on
Tuesday April 4th the Mercury gave the lecture more column-inches than
the Times. But the Times writeup, sandwiched between a poundkeeper's
report for the month of March and the doings of the local Democratic
clubs, was sober, fairly comprehensive, and a lot less critical. in both
senses, than the Mercury's. Here is the Times story. which has been
divided into paragraphs for easier reading:

OSCAR WILDE.
The Sunflower and Lily Representative in San Jose.
The dress circle of the California Theater was filled last evening.
in spite of the fact that the evening was most unpropitious. by one
17

of the most fashionable audiences that have assembled there. It is
needless to say that the gallery element was conspicuous by its
absence. Of those present probably one-fourth had come to listen to
eloquent words and beautiful thoughts which they fairly expected
to flow freely from the lips of one who has, while yet a young man,
gained a world-wide notoriety. The remainder were there to see the
man of whom for months all have read and talked.
Accordingly when at 8 o'clock the long-haired poet strode upon
the stage, an audible murmur ran through the audience, and it was
scarcely one of admiration. The photographs which have been so
lavishly displayed in shop windows give a fair, though somewhat
flattering, impression of the man. On last evening he was clad in a
black velvet coat and small clothes, 29 with black silk stockings,
while his hands were encased in the whitest of kids. His necktie and
cuffs were of white lace. His shoes were ofpatentleather with silver
buckles.
The subject was fairly handled, and gave evidence of elaborate
preparation, and of course the language in which his thoughts were
set forth was well chosen. His tones were monotonous in the
extreme, and his manner almost wearisome, there being apparently no pause in his discourse from beginning to end. In short, he
had the air of one wound up to go just so long-and go he would, and
did until his contract was fulfilled.
The lecture has been reprinted in the San Francisco press, and a
resume of it here would be unprofitable. Suffice it to say that at its
close it was as enthusiastically applauded as one of our most
fashionable audiences ever applaud, and that most who heard him
last night will probably want to hear him again.
The Mercury gave the lecture one full column and part of anotherupwards of 1500 words, more than half of it devoted to a "brief synopsis"
of the contents. The extensive subheads and the lead sentence of the
Mercury story seem to augur a highly favorable verdict:

OSCAR WILDE
RECEPTION OF THE AESTHETE APOSTLE
BY A SAN JOSE AUDIENCE
Lecture on the "English Renaissance"
at the California Theater - An
Attentive Audience
The curiosity of the curious has been appeased; the intellectual
yearning after the Ruskin ideal of the true and the beautiful has
18

been satisfied; the fashionable longing for something new under
the sun has been more than gratified.
But the reporter quickly modulates to a minor key and stays in it
throughout his elaborate description of Wilde's appearance:
At 8:15 o'clock last evening, as [Wilde] stepped out from behind
the scenes and moved quickly to the front of the stage, a buzz of
laughter fluttered over the house for an instant, quickly subsided
into silent astonishment. For before them stood a most grotesque,
boyish-looking young man, whose dress may have been modeled
after that of
DEAD AND GONE AESTHETES
Of some forgotten age, but which was, nevertheless, the most
atrociously ugly suit of wearing apparel that could well be devised
by man- a suit of dark velvet, with a sombre suggestiveness of
having been buried for a century or more.
The odd cut of the coat and the attenuated extremities of his
trousers added to his ludicrous appearance. . . . The coat was
rounded and short, the vest exposed a liberal area of shirtfront, and
the knee breeches met a pair of thin black stockings, through which
showed another pair of white ones. 30 The generous feet- generous
in size- were enclosed in low shoes, ornamented with a large silver
buckle. A white choker was tied in a large bow on his shirt front.
Below this gleamed a jewel. His long hair fell to his shoulders,
almost obscuring his ears, and having a dull, lack-lustre, tangled
appearance, which, in another person, might have indicated a total
unacquaintance with oil, water, brush or comb.
AN EXPRESSIONLESS COUNTENANCE
When we come to his face we see a heavy-set countenance, devoid
of all the mobile shades of expression which one would naturally
associate with aesthetic aspirations and a poetic soul - a countenance that gives little or no evidence of the strong intellect and
clear understanding of the man. A rather low but intellectual brow,
a straight, long nose, and a large mouth, set with large and
disagreeable teeth, form a not very pleasant whole. There is
something in his dark eyes, however, which redeems this lack of
beauty. 31 They are eyes that occasionally flash forth a reflection
from an unmistakably bright intellect, and if rightly read, say,
"Call Oscar Wilde a fool if you will, but don't bet on it." A tall frame,
illy supported by a pair of slim legs, and an erect carriage complete
the picture. During the entire lecture he stood with his head thrown
back, and his left foot planted forward.
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As the Mercury reporter (or editor) notes, "the impression [Wilde] creates
upon the journalistic mind differs greatly with different writers." He
himself was struck principally by Oscar's bizarre appearance and
awkward stance; the Times reporter by his monotonous delivery. Both
distractions might have been surmounted by a vigorous script, studded
with the scintillating epigrams for which Wilde had already acquired a
reputation.
He did have such a script, but judging from the Mercury's synopsis, his
San Jose lecture was something quite different and much more pedestrian. Small wonder that "throughout the evening, " as the Mercury
reports, Wilde's audience "expressed neither pleasure nor displeasure,
but listened in respectful and decorous silence to what [he] had to say."
Wilde's most famous American lecture was the one usually called, as in
San Jose, "The English Renaissance." This, however, is a misleading
abbreviation for "The English Renaissance of Art," meaning the fine
arts in general, especially poetry and painting, in the 19th century.
Partly because that lecture bored him, and partly because it had been
published in a pirated version, Wilde seems eventually to have put
together related topics as the spirit moved him, delivering them either as
"The English Renaissance" or under a variety of other titles. "Dress and
Art in Home Decorations" is a fair sample of these; and so is "The
'Beautiful' in Art," announced on March 19th by the Mercury as Wilde's
projected topic in San Jose. 32
In whatever form, this was essentially a serious lecture which stressed
the relationship between art and beauty, and which was as fervently
"inspirational" in its own way as any delivered on the eastern Chatauqua circuit. Wilde, of course, was following in the footsteps of Walter
Pater, William Morris, and John Ruskin, the last-named an acquaintance (and idol) of his at Oxford. Wilde's lectures generally included a fair
amount of name-dropping, but the only example reported by the Mercury
is his comment that Ruskin had taught him a "great and important
principle": that of "the dignity of labor."
The Ruskin allusion was appropriate, for it's certain that in San Jose
Wilde delivered, not the advertised "English Renaissance" lecture, but
one later published as "Art and the Handicraftsman." 33 A few excerpts
from the beginning of the Mercury synopsis will give the flavor of it:
Art is the workingman's expression of the value of his work .... Men
do not honor handicraft sufficiently. In England this new aesthetic movement has brought the craftsman and the artist close
together.... There is little ornament in machinery, per se; there is
no beauty in cast-iron, no poetry in the steam engine. The value of
the telephone is what two persons have to say to each other.
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That last witticism, one of Wilde's best in this period, is (alas!) the only
bon mot reported by the Mercury. There were surely not many more, or
the audience could hardly have remained so impassive.
The more idealistic auditors, however, certainly got their dollar's
worth from such matters as Wilde's youthful belief in esthetics as a
potentially universal pacifier:
Art, by creating a common intellectual atmosphere, will make men
such true brothers that they will no longer go forth to slay each
other at the behest of a monarch or any other ruler.
And the audience as a whole could only have been pleased by the
lecturer's flattering references to the United States. One such reference
he had brought with him from the East Coast. In San Jose Wilde said,
according to the Mercury:
One of the first things in decorative art [I] saw in America was a
young lady painting landscapes upon a soup-tureen, and another
decorating a dinner-plate with a delightful still-life picture.
The Mercury gives the impression that this was a compliment pure and
simple. But compare the correlative passage in the published text:
One of the things I saw in an American school of design was a
young lady painting a romantic moonlight landscape on a large
round dish, and another young lady covering a set of dinner plates
with a series of sunsets of the most remarkable colors. Let your
ladies paint moonlight landscapes and sunsets, but do not let them
paint them on dinner plates .... One does not want to eat one's
terrapin off a romantic moonlight nor one's clams off a harrowing
sunset. 34
If Wilde had been queried as to the variations in those two accounts, he
might well have answered, in the manner of his insouciant young pianist
in The Importance of Being Earnest: "Of course I do not lecture
accurately; anyone can do that. But I lecture with marvelous feeling!"
In any case, there can be little doubt that the San Jose audience was
flattered to hear Wilde say: "Here in America you can create. You have
the surroundings." And the vigorous applause reported by the Times
surely owed much to the purple prose of Wilde's peroration as recorded by
the Mercury:

In this magnificent country let there be no flower in your
meadows that does not wreathe its tendrils around your pillows; no
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little leaf in your Titan forests that does not lend its form to design;
no curving spray that does not live forever in carven arch or
window of marble; no bird in your air that is not given the
iridescent wonder of its color, the exquisite curves of its flight, to
make more precious the preciousness of simple adornment; for the
voices that have their dwelling in sea and mountain are not the
chosen music of liberty only, or the sole treasure of its beauty.
The Mercury's man probably had that finale in mind when he said,
damning the lecture with faint praise, that there were "one or two word
paintings in it which would have done credit to any lecturer." The Times
may perhaps be forgiven for passing over the contents in silence.
As for Wilde's platform style, the Times reporter was not the only one to
find him a dull lecturer. Although Wilde is generally regarded as one of
the world's preeminent conversationalists and impromptu wits, his
talents did not extend to oratory. But then, as Lewis and Smith point out,
19th-century America had a tradition of great orators and lecturers,
which the inexperienced Oscar found it impossible to live up to. 35 He
himself realized this; one of his few sincere compliments to the host
country, aside from his praise of its scenery, was that "Americans are
natural orators."36
The bad impression Wilde made on the lecture platform was not
improved by his manner of speaking. As he himself said in his "Irish
Poets" lecture, he had left his Irish brogue at Oxford; and his acquired
Oxonian accent struck many Americans as affectation. 37 A rare, if not
unique specimen of his elocutionary manner was furnished (on April 6th)
by the hostile editor of the San Francisco Daily Alta California. During
one fifteen-minute portion of a Wilde lecture (all the editor could endure!),
The heavy clown ... mumbled out something like this: "Heah in
California you have be-u-ti-ful marbles, but what do you do with
them? ... I fear that you u-su-al-ly convert them into steps for your
dwelling houses."
One oddity of Wilde's reception in San Jose is that neither the Mercury
nor the Times covered his arrival and departure, as did the more enterprising journals of San Francisco, Oakland, Stockton, and Sacramento.
We have, therefore, no record of his reaction to Santa Clara County; but
it's safe to say that he was impressed by a piece of J.J. Owen's
handiwork.
Owen had built, only the year before, a huge (and controversial)
electric light tower at the intersection of Market and Santa Clara Streets,
just a few blocks from the California Theater and from the Southern
Pacific railroad tracks, which in those days came down Fourth Street.
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P late 4.
San Jose electric-light tower, at the intersection of Market and
Santa Clara Streets, circa 1883. Courtesy of the San Jose
Historical Museum.

Ten stories hig h , with lamps of2400 candle-power , this West Coast Eiffel
Tower was unique in the United States for a lmost two generations, till a
storm knocked it over in 191 5. ~ 8 Ambrose Bierce seems to glance at San
Jose's famous tower in a n a necdote he inserted into The Deuil's Dictionary (see the en try for "Story"). Bierce whimsically associates J.J. Owen
with a writer of ghost stories, with the ghost of the bandit Tiburcio
Vasquez, and with a n unlighted San Jose. 39
The lamps of Owen's great tower were throwing huge shadows on th e
wet streets when Wilde finished his lecture at 9:30 or thereabouts. Wha t
did h e do then? One would like to think thatJ.J. and Cliffo rd Owen, a long
with oth er well-wishing males, escorted the thirsty celebrity to a
con vi vial drinking-place- perhaps even to that saloon at 270 First Street
with the quite extr aordinary name: "Wh en the Swallow(r)s Homeward
Fly." 40 But a ll we can say with reasona ble certainty is that, as the
esthetic swallow(r) could not fly home to San Fra ncisco that late in the
evening, he musthave spent th e ni ght in (o r near) San Jose. - In a hotel?
or perhaps a private residence? We do not know.
Returning to ha rd facts, we do know that the following day (Tuesday
April 4th) Wilde made his way to Stockton, where h e arrived in a dark
velvet cloak a nd white sombrero. (He told welcoming reporters at the
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station that Joaquin Miller was the rightful heir to Longfellow's poetic
laurels.)
He could not have been terribly disappointed in San Jose, for that same
morning the San Jose Times announced an

Oscar Wilde Matinee
Those who were deterred by the unpleasant weather from
hearing Oscar Wilde last evening, will be be pleased to learn that he
has consented to give another lecture on next Thursday afternoon
- a matinee- at which the admission will be only fifty cents. His
subject will be "Art Decoration. Being the Practical Application of
the Esthetic Theory to Every Day Home-Life and Art Ornamentations."41 Tickets purchased for last evening will be good for the
matinee. Tonight [Tuesday] Oscar Wilde will lecture in Stockton;
tomorrow-night [Wednesday] in Sacramento; 42 he will reach San
Jose again Thursday at 1 p.m., and depart for San Francisco at
4 p.m. the same day.
This, however, was not to be. An item in the Times for Wednesday April
5th announced:

Engagement Cancelled
Oscar Wilde will not appear at the California theater to-morrow
afternoon, owing to the fact that he cannot make the railroad
connections, hence the engagement for his appearance here has
been cancelled by Mr. Locke.4a
On Thursday the 6th Owen's Weekly Mercury reprinted the lecture
story on page 3. That same page also carried a poetic tribute to Wilde-a
rare phenomenon in America, where in many parts of the country the
esthete was constantly immersed in a sea of satire. This wholly serious
and quite respectable 48-line poem was signed by Minnie R. Rizer, who
sold-in the Ladies' Bazaar, at 325 Santa Clara Street-what the city
directory bluntly classified as "Ladies' Underwear." Miss Minnie (she
was still unmarried in 1887) was probably kin to Socrates S. Rizer, who
had recently promoted himself from a teacher of shorthand to principal
of the Socratic School of Science, conducted at his Third Street home. 44
Minnie Rizer's poem, written specially for the Weekly Mercury, is titled
"Words of Welcome from the West./ Inscribed to Oscar Wilde." The first
of its six stanzas begins:
To those who wield the magic pen of fire
By muses given unto mortal hand ...
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And the last stanza ends:
Poet of soul from isle beyond the seas,
Welcome to San Jose!
No one could deny the lady's talent for versifying (she occasionally
contributed to the Weekly Mercury's poetry column); but De Lacy and
Wilde's oth er detractors in San Jose must have chuckled over the poem's
date: April first, All Fools Day.

t

Plate 5.

Wilde flying h ome with his ill-gotten gains. From The Judge,
April 8, 1882.

A de layed April Fools prank involving Wilde, or atleasthis name, was
in fact played on the good folk of Gil roy, some twenty mi les south of San
Jose. As reported on Saturday April 8th in the Valley Reco rd (a Gi lroy
weekly), "a well kn own humorist" had spread the rumor th at Oscar
would stop there briefly on Monday the 3d, on his way by train from San
Francisco to Monterey. That afternoo n the Ladies Chata uqua Club and
oth er of Gilroy's more esthetic inhabitants assembled at the station.
(They had either missed, forgotten , or di s believed a notice in th e Valley
Record that Wilde would lecture that evening in San Jose.)-"• When the
train pulled in , a figure resembling Wi lde apeared o n the rear platform
and was introduced to the waiting throng. He turned out, of course, to be
merely a look-alike-"a distinguished lawyer of[n ear byl Watsonville."
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While this successful hoax was amusing (or infuriating) the citizens of
Gilroy, there were more fun and games farther north. Tuesday's Mercury
supplemented its report of the San Jose lecture with a half-column piece
headed "Estheticism." The writer, probably the senior Owen, defended
Oscar as "engaged in a noble work." "He teaches the science of the
beautiful," wrote the editor, and went on to defend reform in men's
costume, extolling the virtues of colonial knee-breeches and a wellstockinged leg as prominent features of the classic era of masculine
dress. His enemy De Lacy fell on this effusion with malicious glee, and in
an exercise of rather heavy-handed humor (printed in the Times on
Wednesday April 5th) quoted the final sentences of Owen's last two
paragraphs:
The Gospel of hollyhocks and knee-breeches has gained one
convert in San Jose. The Mercury yesterday morning was full of
sunflowers and saffron, and Owen boldly announces his intention
to go in for sawdust calves and the renaissance. Even the attenuation of his shanks does not appal him, for he triumphantly
exclaims: "Sawdust and cotton would turn a very Caliban into a
thing of beauty." Scornfully he echoes his esthetic leader's sarcasm: "Imagine George Washington in a swallow tail coat and
spring bottom pants!" It would be absurd; almost as much so as
Owen in knee-breeches with sawdust and cotton calves, his hair
parted in the middle and a big sunflower in his fist.
Owen refused to rise to the bait. He ignored the ridicule, and the
Times-Mercury feud moved away from Oscar Wilde to less esthetic
topics. But each paper did carry one more item about Wilde-postscripts,
as it were, to the Nine-Days-Wonder publicity he had received in San
Jose. The Mercury on Thursday April 6th ran a flattering capsule
biography which, it said, was "going the rounds of the press." And on
Easter Sunday, April 9th, De Lacy reprinted a disapproving item from
the San Francisco Post. It seems that Oscar had been observed in a
Palace Hotel elevator, wearing his hat and puffing on a cigarette (he was
an inveterate chain smoker). The Post concluded that Wilde was just too
esthetic for "our old, vulgar notions of propriety."
The fastidious esthete's reaction to that story would have been
interesting. But when it appeared in the Times he was already across the
Sierras and well into Nevada en route to Salt Lake City. There he wrote to
a friend in England:
... The people of America ... have received me with love and
courtesy and hospitality. Nothing could be more generous than
their treatment of me, or more attentive than my audiences. Even
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the papers, though venal and vile, ... often report and write
sensibly about me."s
A few days later, when his train was pulling into Denver, Wilde told a
reporter: "You know, I have just come from California , which is a garden
of beauty. Oh, it is so lovely! ... I disliked to leave San Francisco, and I
should love to visit it again." 4 7
-But he never did.

Plate 6.

Wilde photographed after his Western tour.

NOTES
The phrase is Wilde's own, from a letter of late February, 1882: see
The Letters of Oscar Wilde, ed. (Sir) Rupert Hart-Davis (New York:
Harcourt, Brace & World, 1962), p. 97. Wilde thought his provocative
stage attire resembled a court costume of the time of Frans,ois Premier,
French contemporary of England's Henry VIII. But a hostile San
Francisco editor thought him "dressed like a supernumerary in a Louis
Quatorze drama." (See the Daily Alta California for April 6th, 1882.) Col.
W.F. Morse, general manager for Wilde's American tour, called his
costume "the court suit of the English private gentleman ... " (Page xv of
Morse's Introduction to Lectures and Essays, the second half of Vol. XI of
The Writings of Oscar Wilde; 12 vols., New York, 1925).
2 On Wilde's year-long tour of the United States and eastern Canada,
see the lively account by Lloyd Lewis and Henry Jus tin Smith, Oscar
Wilde Discovers America [1882] (New York, 1936-the bracketed date is
part of the title.) The first three chapters describe Wilde's connection with
Patience.
3 One of Wilde's San Francisco lectures-the only one of his North
American tour not on an "esthetic" topic-has been edited by the present
writer as Oscar Wilde: Irish Poets and Poetry of the Nineteenth Century
(San Francisco: The Book Club of California, 1972). I am indebted to the
Book Club of California for permission to incorporate two short passages
of my Introduction to that volume in the present essay, which (in an
earlier version) was in fact the forerunner of the Irish Poets Introduction.
4 See the schedule of Wilde's California lectures on p. 45 of Irish Poets.
There were ambitious plans for Wilde to lecture also in Los Angeles and
Virginia City, Nevada; but both towns were too small and too remote
from San Francisco to be profitable. On Los Angeles, see Wilde's Letters,
pp. 109-110. The projected Virginia City lecture, which has up to now
gone unnoticed, is mentioned in a lead editorial in the San Francisco
Report for March 29th. The editor, who found the idea very amusing,
suggested that Wilde go instead to Carson City, "the true centre of art
and culture on the Pacific Coast." On April 12th the Report said that
Virginia City was "intensely indignant because Oscar Wilde gave it the
go-by .... "
5 For the history of local journalism in this period, I have consulted:
J.P. Munro-Fraser, History of Santa Clara County, California (San
Francisco, 1881), pp. 536-8; Pen Pictures from the Garden of the World, or
Santa Clara County, California, ed. H.S. Foote(Chicago, 1888), pp.102-6;
Eugene T. Sawyer, History of Santa Clara County California (Los
Angeles, 1922), p. 114; and William F. James and George H. McMurry,
History of San Jose California, Narrative and Biographical (San Jose,
1933), pp. 119 and 129. I wish also to acknowledge the helpful advice and
assistance of Mr. Clyde Arbuckle, long-time City Historian of San Jose.
1
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When, in the late 1960s, I discovered that Wilde had lectured in San
Jose, I went to the picturesque old city library on South Market Street
(now a municipal art museum), hunting local newspapers for the year
1882. Luckily, the library had files of both the Mercury and the Times for
that year, but the Herald has so far eluded me.
7 There is a biographical sketch of Owen in Munro-Fraser's History of
Santa Clara County, pp. 729-30 (portrait opposite p. 160), and additional
information in a sketch of his younger son Charles, in Foote's Pen
Pictures, pp. 376-7. For S.W. De Lacy, see Munro-Fraser, p. 707 (portrait
opposite p. 368) and Pen Pictures, pp. 104-5. When they sold out to
Shortridge, both men tried their luck as editor-publishers in San
Francisco. Owen succeeded, but De Lacy soon went bankrupt and
returned to San Jose. (About this time his younger brother, Hugh A. De
Lacy, founded the San Jose Daily City Item, which eventually became
the Evening News.)
Detailed information on the history of the San Jose Mercury and its
sister paper, the News, may be found in their Centennial Edition (17 June
1951) and their Dedication Issue (9 April 1967). Both special numbers
were prepared under the aegis of the late Daniel K. Stern, who gave me
kindly and ~pert advice on my neophyte efforts as a local historian.
8 Munro-Fraser, History of Santa Clara County, pp. 707 and 730.
9 Ibid., p. 730.
10 According to an editorial in the Sacramento Record-Union for
Wednesday April 12th, at least one Missourian did not believe "that the
late Jesse James was enough of an Oscar Wilde to have been shot while
hanging a picture.... " On his return journey east, Oscar Wilde saw a
crowd of souvenir-hunters around Jesse James' house in St. Joseph,
Missouri (Letters, pp. 112-113).
11 Wilde was, in fact-as noted above-first scheduled to lecture in San
Jose on Thursday, March 30th; but this engagement was postponed in
favor of a second lecture in Oakland, where his first (on Tuesday the
28th) had been very well attended. See Irish Poets, p. 9.
1 2 See Foote, History of Santa Clara County. pp. 533-4. The California
Theater was built by Dr. Hugh Downer and N. Hayes in 1879 to replace
their second-story Central Hall on the same site. (This was part of their
huge white-elephant Central Market, between First and Second Streets.)
The theater burned down in the great San Jose fire of 1892.
13 It is also possible that some of the Wilde stories in the Mercury were
written by the energetic young Shortridge. In the journalism of this
period the few signed articles were confined to the Sunday supplements,
and bylines were nonexistent.
14 Pearson, Oscar Wilde, p. 67.
15 Ibid., p. 55. Wilde visited California four years before Joaquin Miller
built "The Hights" (sic), his picturesque hillside house in Oakland. In
1882 Miller was living in New York State.
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Ibid., p. 60.
This interview was published on Monday March 27th. It has
recently been reprinted in toto by E.H. Mikhail, editor of Oscar Wilde:
Interviews and Recollections (2 vols., London and Basingstoke: The
Macmillan Press, 1979), I, 67-76.
18 Cited by Richard Butler Glaenzer on page 18 of his admirably
annotated collection of Wildeana: Decorative Art in America, "Together
with Letters, Reviews, and Interviews" (New York, 1906).
19 The comment occurs in a letter Wilde wrote on April 17th about his
experiences with the Colorado miners: see Letters, p. 112.
20 If Wilde had spent an en tire day in San Jose he would probably have
visited the Normal School, as he had earlier visited the University of
California at Berkeley. See Irish Poets, pp. 9-10.
21 Oscar Wilde Discovers America, pp. 125-6.
22 The writer (J .J. Owen?) went on: "Oscar Wilde is an educated,
though eccentric man, and the doctrine he teaches is not ridiculous but
worthy. It becomes ridiculous only when parvenus and ignoramuses try
to follow it without having even a faint conception of what it is all about."
2 3 See Lewis and Smith, pp. 118-122. Wilde's answer to Joaquin Miller
included a scornful reference to a "literary gamin" and a "scribbling
anonymuncule in grand old Massachusetts," epithets generally thought
to be aimed at Higginson. Cf. Lewis and Smith, pp. 159-160, and
Glaenzer's note, op. cit., pp. 189-90.
24 As late as April 22nd this article was reprinted (without editorial
comment) on the front page of the weekly Gilroy Advocate. For other
reaction to Wilde in Gilroy, see below.
2s Pearson, Oscar Wilde, p. 30.
26 Lewis and Smith, pp. 317-318.
27 Ibid., pp. 255-6. There are, unfortunately, no surviving revelers from
that Bohemian Club drinking bout; but I have come up with a pleasant
reminiscence at second hand. On 23 November 1970 the prominent
California artist Ferdinand Burgdorffwrote me: "I heard about [Wilde's]
having been at the club from Laurie Bunton, who merely snickered when
he told me of Wilde's having a bout with the coyotes."
28 Lewis and Smith's Book Three, Chapter 10, is titled "A Three-Bottle
Man Comes to California."
29 A 19th-century euphemism for knee breeches.
30 Oscar's double thickness of stockings seems otherwise to have gone
undetected, though it is unlikely that he wore two pairs in San Jose and
nowhere else. Were they intended to pad out his spindly shanks or merely
to warm his calves?
The Mercury reporter's description of Wilde approaches the classic
heights attained by theW ashington Post in its lecture review of January
24th:
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The upper half of his person resembled an English curate - his
lower extremities an Italian brigand. He wore black silk stockings
and black knee-breeches, which gave his legs a general and remote
resemblance to two sticks of licorice.
This passage is quoted by W.F. Morse in the "Sunflower Edition" of
Wilde's Works (15 vols, New York, 1909), XV, 116.
31 Cf. Hesketh Pearson's description of Wilde at Oxford: "His long
rich-brown hair surmounted a big colourless face, made up of a noticeably fine forehead, a prominent nose, full lips, and magnificent eyes ... "
(Oscar Wilde, p. 30). The author of the long interview in the Sacramento
Record- Union (March 27th) mentioned, with prophetic insight, "the full
lips that speak of the possible voluptuary."
a2 On Wilde's lecture topics, see Irish Poets, pp. 6-7.
33 This lecture, though not in Glaenzer' s collection, can be found in
most editions of Wilde's complete works: e.g., in Vol. VI ("Miscellanies")
of the Nottingham Society edition of The Complete Writings of Oscar
Wilde (10 vols., New York, Philadelphia, and Chicago, 1907-9); and in
Vol. XI of The Writings of Oscar Wilde, cited above, note 1.
34 See Works, Nottingham Edition, VI, 297-8; or The Writings of Oscar
Wilde, XI (Part Two), 73-4. NeithertheMercurynorthe Times alludes to a
comment found near the end of the published text:
... The art which would represent the spirit of modern newspapers
would be ... grotesque art, malice mocking you from every gateway,
slander sneering at you from every corner.
(See Nottingham, p. 305, or Writings, p. 85.)
35 Oscar Wilde Discovers America, Book Three, Chapter 8, "A Nation
of Orators."
36 Wilde's remark to a Denver reporter; see Lewis and Smith, p. 284.
3 7 See Irish Poets, p. 31.
3 8 San Jose's famous toweris described in every local history published
since 1881, and a replica has been built on the spacious grounds of the
new San Jose Historical Museum.
39 This anecdote is easily found in any edition of The Devil's Dictionary, a work first published in 1906 as The Cynic's Word Book. "Bitter
Bierce," a San Francisco newspaperman for many decades, was in 1882
editor of The Wasp, a satirical weekly which stung Oscar Wilde
repeatedly and severely during his California visit. (See Irish Poets, pp.
12-13, and illustrations, pp. 10-11.)
4° See the San Jose City Directory(1882-3), p. 370.
4 1 This title is given in the Nottingham Edition of Wilde's Complete
Writings (VI, 280) as "[House Decoration:] The Practical Application of
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the Principle of the Aesthetic Theory to Exterior and Interior House
Decoration, With Observations upon Dress and Personal Ornaments."
That text (pp. 281-290) is of a version written after Wilde had returned to
the East Coast.
42 This is an error: the Times reporter had not heard that on Wednesday night Wilde was to give a special lecture in San Francisco.
43 This, one imagines, was a polite untruth. More likely, after nine
lectures in ten days, Wilde simply wanted a rest. In any case, he did not
lecture anywhere on Thursday April 6th and Friday April 7th.
44 She is so listed in the 1882-3 Directory, p. 317. See the San Jose City
Directory (1887-8), p. 230.
45 The Valley Record, Saturday, April first. Except for this notice, and
the writeup in the Weekly Mercury, weekly journals published between
Gilroy and San Francisco seem to have ignored Wilde's visit to San Jose.
At least I can find no other comment on Wilde in the Gilroy Advocate
(besides that already mentioned), and nothing at all in the San Jose
Pioneer and the Los Gatos Weekly News.
46 Letters, p. 110.
47 Lewis and Smith, p. 284.
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Steinbeck's
"Frightful" Story:
The Conception and
Evolution of
''The Snake''
Maureen Girard

T

he storyteller's ability to weave fascinating tales out of everyday
characters and events is a continuing source of wonder to those
who do not possess the gift. To discover how an incident is
transmuted from the base metal of the ordinary to the gold of a story
worth reading and remembering is an inexact science at best. Only with
the evidence that survives, the author's notes and manuscripts and the
reports from those who shared his time and place, can one attempt to
trace the evolution of a story.
Such an evolution can be seen in the short story "The Snake" from
John Steinbeck's The Long Valley. It concerns a woman who appears at
a biology research laboratory, purchases a male rattlesnake, insists
upon watching it kill and eat a white rat, pays for a year's supply of rats,
then disappears. She never returns for the snake and is never seen again.
The story is based on an actual incident, witnessed by Steinbeck, and is
notable as the "first fictional portrait of Ed Ricketts." 1
The incident, as recalled by Steinbeck's longtime friend Webster
Street, was ordinary enough. A young vaudeville dancer who "took a
fancy to Ed" 2 dropped into his laboratory on Monterey's Cannery Row
one day. "There were always people wandering in and out of the lab,"
according to Street, and there were several people present, in addition to
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Steinbeck, Ricketts, and Street, the day the dancer, "a sexy-looking
dame,"a stopped by. In an interview with Martha Heasley Cox, Street
recounts what happened:
... While she was there, Ed said he had to feed the snake. He had a
big cage, quite a big cage full of white rats - and he went in there
and selected one and put it in with the rattlesnake. The mouse ran
all around, and this girl was just fascinated by the damned thing.
And then, pretty soon, the little mouse stopped and the rattlesnake
struck. Its fang caught in the mouse. And when he pulled, he
brought the mouse back with it, and of course the mouse didn't pay
any attention, just ran around until the toxic effects began to take
hold. His back got all rigid, and he stood up on his back feet and
when he fell down, he put his paws right on his nose, like that. And
the rattlesnake went over, and you know the way they do- they go
up and down the body, noticing how long it is and whether it is still
alive. Their auditory nerve is on their tongue. It finally discovered
that the mouse was in fit shape to eat. He went over and went
through all this business and got his jaws on the edge and took this
little mouse in his mouth. And she watched, oh, I think perhaps half
an hour, until there wasn't anything left but the tail of this mouse
hanging out of the snake. John made a story out of it and gave it a
lot of implications that probably were there. 4
The hitherto unexamined ledger book which contains Steinbeck's
handwritten manuscript of"The Snake" reveals a journal entry in which
Steinbeck comments on the story and its profoundly disturbing effect:
The story of the snake mus[t] be written. I don't know what it
means, but it means something very terrible to my unconscious.
And I'll write it darkly out of my own unconscious. It is a terrible
story. It's a damnable story. I don't know what it means. I don't
know. I'll write the frightful thing though. 5
Steinbeck was part-scientist, a man who had a driving desire to
understand the world in which he lived. That he could not resolve the
multiplicity of meanings in the story obviously frustrated him. He
continues, in the same paragraph, "Now it's Monday and I've thought
about the story of the snake all weekend." This comment, coupled with
Steinbeck's assertion that the story is to be written out of his "own
unconscious" suggests that it may already have been invested with a
good deal of psychological and mythical symbolism.
Joseph Fontenrose views the story as symbolic of the "mythical theme
of the garden:"
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Dr. Phillips' laboratory is a zoological garden of Eden, in which a
snake fascinates a woman; but here the woman is the intruder, a
neurotic female devil. 6
According to Charles May, Steinbeck "had been for a long time working
out a theory of subconscious symbolism" prior to writing the stories for
The Long Valley. May, who had not seen the manuscript, views "The
Snake" as mythically significant and the woman in the story as a
"psychological archetype." 7 A journal entry that was almost certainly
written immediately before Steinbeck set down the story gives an insight
into Steinbeck's own thoughts about the relationship of feelings and
reality:
I know what life is- a line of reality set off with feelings happy and
sad, but how the feelings can change the outlines and the color of
the realities. Now I have to set down certain realities, so colored
with feeling, so changed by feeling that of the original form, very
little remains. Now I must get to it in ten minutes. 8
Much, then, suggests that by the time Steinbeck actually wrote down the
story of the woman and the snake, he had already "colored" the original
incident with both a good deal of his conscious and unconscious
reactions.
Some fifteen years after the story was published, Steinbeck discussed
the original incident in "About Ed Ricketts," suggesting that he did little
more than report exactly what occurred:
I wrote it just as it happened. I don't know what it means and do not
even answer the letters asking what its philosophical intent is. It
just happened. 9
While recalling, with some amusement, one of his "favorite pieces of fan
mail" from a small-town librarian who called "The Snake" the "worst
story she'd ever read anywhere," Steinbeck again insisted that the
incident "happened almost exactly as I've written it .... Actually it isn't
a story at all. It's just something that happened." 10 These statements are
clearly in conflict with the evidence from Steinbeck's journal entries; yet,
when one notes Steinbeck's statement that "I truly do not care about a
book once it is finished. [My books] are neither alive nor mine ... because
I have forgotten them," 11 it is apparent that the emotional responses and
unconscious symbols that underlay the writing of a story would probably
have ceased to exist for Steinbeck when he looked back on his work.
"The Snake" is the only story in The Long Valley that, according to
Reloy Garcia "does not provide within its borders an answer to every
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question it raises., 12 Indeed, for Steinbeck, "The Snake, appears to have
raised more questions than it answers. His frustration at not "seeing" the
answers is evident, not only in the journal en tries quoted earlier, but in a
study of the manuscript. The concern with eyes and the act of seeing
pervades the story. Eyes are significant in the reader's introduction to
the major characters, the young doctor and the woman, and to the snake:
Dr. Phillips possesses "the mild, preoccupied eyes of one who looks
through a microscope a good deal;" the snake's "dusty eyes seemed to
look at nothing;, and the woman's eyes are as complex and mysterious
as her motives.
Steinbeck was more troubled, in the manuscript, by the description of
the woman's eyes than by any other element in the story. The story
seemed to flow smoothly from Steinbeck's pen, for he made few significant alterations; yet, in depicting the woman's eyes, he made several
changes which altered the character of the woman and her relationship
with Dr. Phillips. In the manuscript version, as the woman appeared in
the laboratory doorway, "her black eyes glittered with controlled excitement, but the control was complete." In the published version, "her black
eyes glittered in the strong light." The first account presented a woman
who emanated a light and an excitement from within. Although she was
master of her emotions, she brought a sense of life and vitality into the
laboratory. In the published text, the woman's eyes simply reflect the
light from the laboratory, a "glaring light," much as the eyes of a reptile
might.
As Dr. Phillips proceeded with his work, he noticed that the woman's
eyes "were on him, but they did not seem to see him." The manuscript
described her eyes as "feverish," but the word was eliminated in the
published text. There, the woman is described as having merely "black
eyes." A cold-blooded creature is not perceived as feverish, and it is
evident that Steinbeck wished to render the woman more reptilian and
less human with the alteration.
Corrections made by Steinbeck in the manuscript also show that the
eyes of the woman, when described in detail, gave him considerable
trouble:
Manuscript
Her feverish black eyes were
peaetratiag on him but they
did not seem to see him. He
realized wby - the :pe:pils .-. ere
89 laFge aae dark irises were
as HHge. dark as the pupils,
there was no color line between
the two.
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Published Version
Her black eyes were on him,
but they did not seem to see
him. He realized why - the
irises were as dark as the
pupils. There was no color line
between the two.

Perhaps Steinbeck decided that the woman 's eyes should no t "penetrate"
Dr. Phillips because her ability to do so would imply the capacity to gain
some knowledge of him, knowledge that could carry with it the possibility
of psychological power. The relationship would become, then, clearly
unequal, for Dr. Phillips "saw" the woman and her actions only superficially, observing her as a scientist might. By saying instead that the
woman's eyes were "on him but they did not seem to see him," Steinbeck
renders her much like the rattlesnake, whose "dusty eyes seemed to look
at nothing."
Later in the story, the woman's eyes " did not center on him [Dr.
Phillips], rather they covered him a nd seemed to see in a big circle around
him." Charles May suggests that the woman's inability to focus is due to
the fact that she is a creature whose vision is "a mythical one that sees
not narrowly but in a large circle that is all-encompassing." 1 a Although
May views this char acteristic as inconsistent with the woman's snakelike attributes, the snake's eyes, when one first encounters them,
"seemed to look at nothing."
It is quite possible that Steinbeck wished to convey the sense that the
woman is both snakelike and mythic. But his desire to create a link
between the woman's eyes and the eyes of the snake is very clear. In the
manuscript, the snake's eyes were described as "dark dusty eyes." This
phrase corresponded, perhaps too neatly, with Steinbeck's description of
the woman's eyes- "dark" and "veiled with dust"- which appeared in
the manuscript and published versions; Steinbeck altered the portrayal
of the snake's eyes in the published version to read, simply, "the dusty
eyes."
The manuscript, then, s uggested that the woman had two distinct
facets. She was, on the one hand, excited and ab le to "penetrate" a nother
person with her eyes. On the other hand, Steinbeck clearly wished to
identify the woman, physically, with the snake. The eyes and the low,
flat forehead were later a ugmented by descriptions of an unnaturally
short chin and a metabolic rate "almost as low as a frog's." Perhaps this
duality presented the possibility of a more complex relationship between
the woman and the doctor than was appropriate to the story, and
Steinbeck decided to eliminate the woman's few "warm-blooded" attributes.
Alterations relating to Dr. Phillips also seem to indicate Steinbeck's
decision to eliminate any emotional content in the relationship between
the two main characters. In the manuscript, Dr. Phillips tells the woman
that he knows he has a male rattlesnake because he found it in coition
and "took pictures of the whole process." Although photographing such
a rare occurrence in captivity is certa inly scientifically sound, Stein beck
probably eliminated this passage prior to publication because, in the
context of the story, it might have caused Dr. Phillips to appear to share
the woman's voyeuristic interest in the snake. Steinbeck struck out
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another suggestive statement made by Dr. Phillips, after the snake had
attacked and killed the rat: "Well,["] he demanded, "did you like it[?] It
was an emotional bath, wasn't it?" The objective biologist could be
compromised by the first question, which implies a shared emotional
reaction to the snake's kill and an acknowledgment that one could feel
pleasure watching it. Also implicit is an interest on the doctor's part in
the woman's feelings, something that appears now here else in the story.
Since Steinbeck seems to have determined that the relationshi p between
the doctor and the woman should be one of scientist and cold-blooded
specimen, such an interest would be inappropriate. The publis hed
version reads, simply: "Well," the young man demanded, "it was an
emotion a l bath, wasn't it?" Dr. Phillips has observed the wo ma n 's
reaction to the kill, but there is no suggestion that he enters into the
emotion of the event.
Non etheless, the scientist becomes profoundly disturbed by the woman
and her strange predilection. She causes him to lose track of time and
r ui n an experiment; he begins to feel afraid and cannot watch her while
the snake consumes the rat. The attributes that the scientist loses are
essential to the practice of his profession, especia lly his power of
observation: "He succeeded in keeping his eyes away." Dr. Phillips' eyes
had been rendered useless and he could not "see" the most telling part of
the woman's reaction to the snake, just as Steinbeck was unable to
understand all that was in the story and "see" its whole meaning. The
loss of the power of observation is the worst kind of defeat for the scientist
and for the auth or. Even though Steinbeck did not permit the woman 's
eyes to hold excitement a nd to "penetrate" Dr. Phillips, she remai ned the
powerful figure in the drama by rendering both men unable to "see."
When Steinbeck reached the point in the manuscript where the str ange
wom an walks out of the laboratory, leaving the puzzled young doctor
behind, he did a curious thing. He completely altered the mood of the
story by gi"v ing Dr. Phillips the opportunity to " laugh off' the whole
episode:
Dr. Phillips turned a chair around and sat down a nd looked at the
torpid s n ake. He tried to comb out his thoughts. "I've read nearly
everything written about sex symbols," he thought. "None of it
seems enough. Maybe I'm too much a lone. Ifl knew anyone to pray
to I'd do it." He thought of his life and grinned, " Mother biology,
save me from this evil," he said. "Holy science! protect me."
Steinbeck felt compelled to write "The Snake" even though it was
"damnable," " frightful," and "terrible. " His wife, Car ol, disapproved of
th e story, telling Steinbeck th at it was "horror for its own sake," but he
insisted that it be written. 14 He remarked, in his journal, that the story
" would eat me up otherwise." 15 By putting the tale down on paper,
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Stein beck was able to set himself free of the woman and her fascination
with the snake, as well as the horror that seemed to weigh on him.
When one recalls Steinbeck's comment, quoted earlier, that his works
were "neither alive nor mine" once he had finished them, it can be seen
that Dr. Phillips' joking remark was probably an expression of the
author's joy at having completed "the frightful thing." It seems unlikely
that the prayer to "Mother biology" was meant to appear anywhere but
in Steinbeck's own ledger. In the published version, Dr. Phillips' reflections are far more in keeping with the black, eerie mood of the story: he
contemplates killing the snake, then remarks, "If I knew - no, I can't
pray to anything."
"The Snake" is not, then, simply Steinbeck's recounting of an incident.
It is the result of a complex of impressions, observations, ideas, and
feelings that belonged to Steinbeck at the time of its writing. That he
believed the story to be "just something that happened" demonstrates
how intricately intertwined were the inner and outer worlds of John
Steinbeck. Perhaps it is this quality that set him apart from the rest of his
fellows, enabling him to create a fascinating, haunting tale that remains
an enigma some fifty years after its composition.
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Ideology and Bias

in Research
on Afro-Americans
MariaN. Smallwood

INTRODUCTION

A

LTHOUGH the sociology of Sociology lagged after the first
decades of this century, significant changes have led to a
renewed interest in the role social scientists play in addressing
the fate and interests of oppressed people. Does mainstream ideology
lead to unrecognized bias in doing research? Researchers are socialized
to the ideology of their times for a quarter of a century or more before they
make significant contributions in their fields. Basic tenets in a discipline
are simultaneously formulated by people who not only influence, but are
also influenced by, their ideological environment.
Thus, ideologies and their implicit values influence the content of
researcher's assumptions, hypotheses and conclusions. Vernon Dixon
notes that because assumptions are not expected to be subjected to tests
of validity, culturally derived biases in the initial assumptions of
researchers easily become imbedded in their models and hypotheses. 1
Biases then become built into the methodology, however elegant the
design of the particular study may be. At times, initial assumptions may
in fact determine the choice of research methodology. Models or
hypotheses may, therefore, reflect the limitation of "unicultural" or

41

mainstream experience. The researcher may be unable to articulate
research strategies in the interest of an oppressed minority group,
because such strategies appear to contradict the moral imperatives of the
majority. More seriously, as detailed by Dixon, alternative working
hypotheses based on a different and perhaps more complex experience
base may be beyond the frames of reference of most researchers.
Research on people of color in American society needs to be multicultural, and mainstream experiences are poor preparation for such
work.
There is a similar need to examine the role of sponsorship. Large
research grants reflect the policy preferences of important interests in a
position to either encourage public or organize private support for
research trends that resonate with their experience base, values and
ideologies. Prestigious foundation sponsorship is likely to contribute to
major influence on the orientation of research activity in a discipline. 2
The resulting studies shape the thinking of colleagues, decision makers
and, through popularized versions, management personnel making
decisions which drastically affect the lives of many people. Attempts to
understand the role of sociological research on the lives of minority
groups without analysis of the systemic character of the interplay of the
research community and their support networks (ideological and
financial) is either naive or self-serving. The social structure which
creates the oppression also generates and promotes the ideologies and
values within the research. This has drastic implications for the validity
of the research process. We see that research assisted decision-making
has catastrophic effects on the economically excluded and politically
subordinated, when it is translated into public policy.
Understanding America's response to Afro-Americans requires
recognition of the endemic racism to which sociologists like other
Americans have been acculturated. 3 The historical nature of this
acculturation is suggested by Kovel, who examines the acculturation to
racism from a psychodynamic point of view. 4 He notes the preponderance of individuals energized by the desire for property, the need
for dominance and the concomitant impersonalization of relationships
as characteristics of racist-oriented society. Weems also touches upon
this psychocultural phenomenon in discussing research assumptions: 5
The assumption of course is that the drive for power, control and
authority which characterized high need is normal. (p. 26)
However, the elaboration of unacknowledged racist standards of
behavior into institutional practices and widespread behavior is keyed to
more than personality factors.
In order to illustrate how bias may influence the research process in
sociology, studies from that discipline, and to a lesser extent, psychology,
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are examined below. It would be possible to do such analysis for other
areas of the social sciences: Dixon, for example, has done so with
economics. 6 However, the availability of continuously published journal
materials covering a long period of time in the discipline of sociology led
to the use of sociological research for this study.
Sociologists have often proclaimed their liberalism. They have also
asserted their ability to be both sensitive "eye" and critical "voice" which
could clarify and facilitate change in the personal lives of an ethnically
diverse population through shifts in social, political and economic
institutions. But, some Afro-American and a few Euro-American sociologists are increasingly critical of the role traditional research on AfroAmericans has or can play in the lives of Afro-Americans. 7 Important
questions from these researchers centering around assumptions, 8 methodology, 9 and sponsorship, 10 as well as questions from earlier researchers,
provide serious challenges for traditional research on Afro-Americans. 11
This body of literature must therefore be reassessed for its effectiveness
in identifying problems and aspirations of Afro-Americans and influencing strategies for alleviating such difficulties.
Thus, this select review will critically examine roughly three-quarters
of a century (1895-1962) of sociological research dealing with AfroAmericans. The nature of the questions that have been raised, how
problems are defined and what social factors are selected as meaningful,
will provide the primary parameters of the study. The literature will also
be viewed in relation to the economic and political imperatives of the
groups holding power at various times. Therefore, this review of the
literature will refer to major historical and political events. The bulk of
the material being examined consists of articles from two major sources,
The American Journal of Sociology (1895-1969) and Sociological
Abstracts (1953-1962). But it also includes discussions of significant
trends, included or omitted in these journals. Analysis will consist of
examination and comparison of thematic emphases, based on one
sentence abstracts in the journals.

RESEARCH LITERATURE: 1895-1925
The American Journal of Sociology (AJS), first published by the
University of Chicago, Department of Sociology, in 1895, provides an
interesting though admittedly not entirely representative picture of
social science inquiry during the early period.
For the years 1895 to 1925, the AJS pulished thirty volumes. Twentyfour thematic emphases (based on one sentence abstracts) of all articles
in those volumes under Race, Race Relations and Negroes are listed
below:
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!.Negroes and European Cultural Contacts
2.Psychological Comparisons of Negroes and Immigrants
3.Negro Capabilities Best Served Under Slavery
4.Negro Women's Clubs and Racial Elevation
5.Chicago Housing
G. Compulsory Work/Relief in Relation to Education
7.Growing Race Friction, 1955-1905
8.Negroes as Second Class Citizens in Voting and Housing in 1900
9.Relationship of Criminality, Personal Variables and Milieu
Among Negroes
10.Kansas Exodus Leader, Pap Singleton
11. Values and Conditions Perpetuating Segregation
12.Racial Strength as a Determinant of History
13.Section Psychological Study of Behavior in Relation to
Social Structure
14. Fecundity in Relation to Amalgamation
15.No Effect of Race and Sex on Mental Capacity
16.Assimilation Study: Factors and Types
17.1ntegration into Communities
18.Challenge to Spencer on Race Preservation Dogma
19.Race and Marriage; Pros and Cons in Relation to Civilization
20.Assimilation and Race
21.1911 Conference on Race Concordance
22. Philosophy of the Color Line
23.Comparison of Negroes, Immigrants and Indians
24.Social Cost of Southern Race Prejudice
It is obvious that while those articles dealing with Afro-Americans
were not representative of the fierce racial rhetoric of the period, they
were, nevertheless, responsive to some of the ideology and popular trends
of the times. Comparative studies, which entertained the notions of
either biologically or socially derived differences between AfroAmericans and other groups, are present (2, 23). The underlying
assumption of such inquiry was that Afro-Americans, like the primates
to which genetically-minded researchers compared them, were racially
inferior. The two articles that do speak directly to the evolutionary racial
arguments of the Spencerians (15, 18) refute or challenge them.
Consistent with the professed social-context orientation of the discipline
of sociology, there are several investigations of the social arrangements
of Afro-Americans (5, 8, 13, 15) as well as studies dealing with
macrocosmic, philosophic concerns (22, 24).
Omissions are as interesting as inclusions. Articles pertaining to the
Populist movement's impact on race relations are absent. The decline of
this movement had far-reaching consequences for Blacks. In the 1890's a
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compromise was made which resulted in a new Southern political
coalition between the chastened Populists and triumphant Democrats.
The compromise featured limited economic reform supported by the
Democrats in return for the renunciation of economic freedom for AfroAmericans by the Populists. 12 Northern capitalist primacy and racism
engineered in the late 1870's were both further secured by these events.
Only one migration study (10) appears despite the dramatic departure
(based on World War I manpower needs) of what has been estimated to be
one million Blacks from the South. 13 Similarly, no riot studies appear
covering the bloody challenges to the new urban migrants following
World War I, although twenty-six race riots and eighty-three lynchings
occurred in 1919 alone. Only one article (1) exploring the first world war's
impact on Blacks appears; not even one deals specifically with its
economic impact. Afro-Americans began to experience high unemployment following the war years when prosperity and work-role changes
had occurred. Thus, this literature reflects a general failure by the
leading sociologists to critically confront the profound impact of major
historical events on Afro-Americans.

RESEARCH LITERATURE: 1925-1949
Post-crash skepticism and demoralizing depression experiences,
linked with decline in the appeal of social Darwinism, created a climate
which provided an audience for sociologists who had been challenging
the scientific validity of the earlier racist researchers. St. Clair Drake in
his detailed summary of research on Afro-Americans reflects the
optimism of the period as well as the assimilationist orientation
encouraged by the events of the period. 14 Brigham's publication in 1930
which completely reversed his earlier work supporting Teutonist theory
was a straw in the wind. 15 The Chicago sociologists (Park et. al.), having
done impressive work on Afro-American life and institutions, began to
shift their focus toward the study of race relations.
Entries in the AJS (volumes 30-49) seventy-five year cumulative index
covering this time period are listed on Table I. A comparison of theme
incidence in the 1895-1925 column with the one for the period 1926-1949
reveals a sharp rise in interest in identifying characteristics of the
population (Category A) and a rising concern with relative status and
condition (B & C). Economic conditions are closely studied and, as noted
by Drake, there is a substantial amount of interest in racial relationships
(Category D). The debate surrounding comparative intelligence studies
is also represented. There are a few clear cut rejections of racist
conclusions. Yet, there are important areas in which, as in the 1895-1925
period, no research activity is listed. These include items in Category G
(Societal Responses to Afro-Americans) on Racism, Mass Media Effects
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and World Opinion, and in Category I (Societal Organization, Communities and Community Organizations.) 1i

MAJOR TRENDS IN SOCIOLOGICAL RESEARCH
ON THE AFRO-AMERICAN (1925-1949):
ASSUMPTIONS, METHODOLOGY AND CONCLUSIONS
Although not represented in the AJS, the work of the University of
Chicago's researchers established a major trend, examining the social
structures of the Black urban areas of the North. The discussion of this
period continues with an assessment of major trends, which may not
necessarily be emphasized or reflected in the AJS.
Major trends during this period included investigation of the
"innate" mental abilities of Afro-Americans. One study, in particular,
drew heavily on the publication of testing data emanating from World
War I Army comparative testing programs. Experimental methods
designed for testing mentally defective children by Binet and Simon
were used to test one million seven hundred thousand Black soldiers. 18
Consistent with the doctrines of Nordic supremacy dominating the
thinking of elites in 1916, the psychologist Terman had declared that
his tests had proved the dullness of Spanish-American, Afro-American
and Mexican-American children. He predicted that future testing would
establish their ineducability, their unfitness for full citizenship and their
suitability for menial tasks. This kind of study coincided with the
awareness in public consciousness of Blacks drawn to the cities by the
pull of wartime employment, and the ensuing violence as Blacks resisted
the attacks of competing White workers, who sought to restore their
prewar labor advantage. This particular argument also admirably
accommodated the development of the system of peonage that had been
shaped in the slow reorganization of the economy of the South. Henri
notes that the most damaging assumption relating to the widespread use
of these tests was the claim that they, in fact, measured innate
intelligence. Henri quotes the psychologist, Yerkes, who wrote in 1920
that the tests in use were definitely known to establish "native
intellectual ability" and thus brought into focus, as in the earlier period,
the presumed intellectual inferiority of Afro-Americans. The Princeton
psychologist Brigham followed up with a warning that declining
American intelligence would accelerate with any further racial intermixture with the "defective" Afro-American strain. This extreme
position makes his recantation ten years later all the more dramatic, but
by that time "scientific" validation of the genetic mental inferiority of
Afro-Americans had become part of the popular culture. It persists to this
day, despite Brigham's later refutations which received negligible
publicity.
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A more noteworthy trend in the early 40's, growing out of the work of
the Chicago researchers, was the study of the social structures of the
rapidly growing ghettos of theN orth. Shaped by the social orientation of
Park at the University of Chicago and influenced by the perspectives of
participating Black sociologists, this group produced much scholarship
documenting the social realities, the adaptation, the supportive networks of Afro-American communallife. 19 Notable in this area was the
work of Charles Johnson, Drake, Cayton, Frazier, Mays and Nicholson.
Guiding the approach of these researchers was a concern with racial
attitudes toward and among Afro-Americans in urban areas. 20 Research
assumptions reflecting assimilationist public policy were oriented
toward reducing racial conflict and ultimately incorporating AfroAmericans in the life of the nation. The preferred methodology was
participant observation rather than the quantification techniques
dominating the attention of most researchers intent on earning professional recognition for "scientific" behavior. Outcomes were usually
stated in terms of economic deprivation and possibilities for the
amelioration of the Afro-American's social plight. The trend culminated
in the Carnegie Foundation's sponsorship of Myrdal's research. This
project funded significant work by Herskovitz, Johnson and Kline berg
which refuted the Afro-American intelligence studies of the thirties. The
primary assumptions of these works were: Blacks were acculturable;
assimilation supported by policy research in tandem with influential
business and governmental support was a manageable possibility. The
attitudes reflected in these assumptions manifest the optimistic racial
public policy of the time, as well as the temporary amelioration of the
labor market, which improved because of World War II production.
Drake introduces his review of the literature by noting that the
Carnegie Corporation-funded Myrdal study shifted the focus from
problems imposed by the presence of Afro-Americans in this country to
the imperatives of world opinion. As the United States assumed its world
leadership role, its public relationship to its racial minorities became a
sensitive issue having significant international, political and economic
implications. It appears that major interests felt the time was ripe for
cleaning up America's image in preparation forinternationalleadership
and the private sector's multinational corporate expansion. In 1948, the
Rockefeller Foundation funded a report by Maciver dealing with strategies of social change. This study introduced and rationalized the public
manipulation of social contexts, using political and economic power
structures to modify Afro-American and Euro-American relationships.
From this point on, according to Drake, all action programs-in the
Armed Forces, Employment, Housing-took place at the impetus of the
federal government in the direction of either desegregation or integration. Progress reports documenting efforts in Armed Forces desegregation
and manpower training are an example of spin-off research carried out
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by civil servants responding to government committees or influential
academicians. Ginzberg's Negro Potential, building on Armed Forces
experiences to develop action recommendations for effective use of AfroAmerican manpower, appeared. 21 In the social euphoria of the period,
Drake could refer to the progress report studies of residential desegregation in low income public housing, employment, and studies on the
processes of discrimination, as a meaningful shift in research emphasis.
Interest in integration in education, employment, housing and in
intergroup relations supporting these processes emerged. The interest in
integration of the Afro-American into American life and the utilitarian
emphasis encouraged by the orientation of funding agencies further
influenced researchers to seek ways to assist in achieving this goal.
Blending the theme of integration of Blacks into the larger society with
the assimilation of minorities of every kind, occurred almost immediately,
thus obscuring consideration of the differentiated treatment of minorities
of color.
Looking back with indignation, in 1958, at what he considered to be the
sellout of conservative business interests by giant private foundations
which funded social policy research, Wormser, a conservative, lamented
the importation of the Swedish "socialist," Myrdal, and the deplorable
influence of his research upon the traditional relationships and the
social fabric of the nation. This alarm was directed at the assumption of
the Myrdal group that Afro-Americans were essentially comparable to
immigrants, that barriers to assimilation could be considered casual,
primarily attitudinal and thus amenable to either public manipulation or
skillfully led intergroup experience. There was, in this period, as in
earlier ones, some scrutiny of obvious economic problems ofN egroes, but
at this point studies were not pointedly oriented to the systemic
relationships between capitalist economic structures, social responses to
them, and the plight of Afro-Americans.
Reviewing the periods from WWI through the 60's from the perspective
of research impacts upon the population, Glasgow, in 1968, noted that
there was little significant shift from 1917 to the 40's; research dealt
primarily with characteristi~s and attitudes of Afro-Americans; the
emphasis was on compiling knowledge with increasingly sophisticated
research instruments but no attempt was made to utilize this knowledge
for social change. However, after WWI, interest grew in the urban
concentrations of Afro-Americans in the North and the South. Significant changes appeared to be underway given wartime manpower needs
and the claim of national unity on public consciousness. Social mobility
and upward striving were part of the fever of the period, supporting
ideological themes associated with individualism. Among Blacks,
comparative WWII affluence accompanied by limited opportunity for
expanded social life led to attempts to acculturate to enter in the broader
community. Social stratification patterns began to change. 22 The new
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Black middle class, subscribing to the ideology of individual initiative,
became "spanners" between White and Black communities. The lower
class, however, still only partially touched by the relative prosperity of
the times, became increasingly contained, separated by sociocultural
lifestyles, and characterized by marked disparities between social
aspirations and achievements.
Dreger and Miller provide an exhaustive review of comparative
psychological studies of the Afro-American from 1943-1958. 23 Their
frequent reference to the methodological complication introduced by the
presence of biological racial "hybrids" calls to mind Margaret Mead's
caution about three problems in the methodology of racial testing of
intelligence: The racial admixture factor, the social status factor and the
linguistic disability factor. 24 She was addressing the question from the
context of significance of such testing for the field of sociology,
dominated at the time by biogenetic approaches to differences
perceived between Blacks and Whites. Undoubtedly, methodological
caveats from an anthropologist would not be particularly impressive to
most psychologists of the time. Schermerhorn, a mental health
practitioner of note, however, questioned the research techniques of
comparing Black and White psychiatric groups on variables such as age,
marital status of self and parents, education and economic status. 25 He
challenged the assumptions that Afro-American and Euro-American
populations are essentially alike except for the variables under study;
that experiential meanings of variables are culturally equivalent; and
that each variable by itself, rather than a cluster, is a clue to etiology.
While sophisticated statistical procedures allow for investigation of
multiple variables, they still neglect to throw light on their actual
interplay in favor of their aggregation.
However, the issue of whether differences between Black and White
behavior are innate ("racial") or socially derived has persisted with
considerable heat on both sides. An Afro-American spectator of this
debate may experience ambivalence or confusion. There are no good
guys; researchers who support the social conditions explanation often
share with their hereditarian opponents, at worst, the assumptions of
inferiority ("Blacks are inferior because they have been made to be"), and
at best, of deviance.
Ellison, writing in his critique of the "bible" (Myrdal's American
Dilemma), generalized from the Myrdal study to the role played by social
scientists in American life. 26 Ellison's was a lone and visionary voice
challenging the assumptions and biases in the field of sociology, for he
was one of the few perceptive and outspoken investigators able to foresee
the implications of such biases. By thirty years, he anticipated the work
on researcher bias that is currently underway. English notes that the
emphasis on documentation of "social problems" in research on Blacks
was replaced after the 1950's by the sociology of deviance approach. 27
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Social disorganization and social pathology were widely studied. The
study of the deficits of the family structure among Blacks is widely
covered in the literature; however, analysis of the strength, supportive
functions and creative adaptations of the Black family is not evident. 28
SOCIOLOGICAL ABSTRACTS: 1953-1962
The Abstracts covering hundreds of periodicals and journals drawing
on work in many areas reflects, as would be expected, a wider range of
orientations than would be true of the American Journal of Sociology or
any journal limited to sociological investigation and theory. The establishment of the Abstracts itself speaks to an increasing multi-disciplinary orientation imposed by the realities of the utilitarian approach to
social problems. A table of entries in the cumulative index for the years
1953-1962 is listed in Table II.
Journal content of course reflects editorial policy. Editorial policy,
particularly when constrained by the posture of prestigious contributors
and coverage inherent in an abstracting service, must still be responsive
to prevailing currents of thought. Discounting the bias introduced by the
idiosyncratic categorization by this writer (which would, of course, also
characterize the contents of Table I), we can assume that some of the
clear cut predominance of themes suggests specific research trends.
Obvious is the increased interest in Afro-American behavior, educational and political. In part this may reflect a methodological preference
for readily quantifiable phenomena. Concern for characteristics of
mulattoes inextricably interwoven with genetic thinking does not appear
at all. (It had disappeared in the AJS for the comparable time period-see
Table 1.)
The orientation of the assumptions in much of the research from
1953-1962 differs little from that of the previous periods under study. The
prevailing value orientations shaped both the investigative choices and
the assumptions pervading the investigations. We cannot dismiss the
political context of the assumptions. Political and economic imperatives
at various stages in American history have influenced research topics
and their handling. For example, the notion of the genetic inferiority of
Afro-Americans coincides with post-reconstruction political economics;
the assimilation orientation, as noted by Drake, was a shift toward the
imperatives of world opinion. Thus, some of the more obvious historical
trends in the research dealing with Afro-Americans demonstrates that
sociological research, with few exceptions, has done no more than keep
pace with the ideology of the strategic elites and the larger society during
various periods. Individual sociologists and other social scientists, as a
whole have not been critically conscious of "eye" or "voice" in identifying the problems or aspirations of Afro-Americans, or in pressing for
strategies that have gone beyond the political and economic imperatives
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One aspect of public ideology noted by Ryan that infuses the work of
research scholars is that of victim blaming-the tendency to explain the
social problems of disfavored minorities in terms of factors inherent in
their socio-cultural or biological characteristics. This ideology readily
resonates with positivistic research with its emphasis on objective,
mechanistic analysis contributing to a virtual dismissal of investigation
of the social reality and persistent social and economic relationships as a
source of pathologies experienced by Afro-Americans. Instead it is the
"pathology" that has become endlessly documented and investigated by
the sociological community in these studies.

IMPLICATIONS OF MORE RECENT RESEARCH
ON THE AFRO-AMERICAN (1895-1062)
The same tendency to examine social problems as arising from factors
inherent in the individual or his culture has surfaced in more recent
research. It continues to take the form of blaming the oppressed, the
victim. Ryan points to this strategy as a characteristic not only of the
national culture and temperament, but more seriously prevalent among
those learned members of the sociological community whose findings are
expected to shape national thinking. Among various victim blaming
strategies, the one of family pathology seems most persistent. Its
permeation of social psychological studies scrutinizing the development
of Black children reached its pinnacle with the Moynihan report, The
Negro Family: The Case for National Action. 29 Despite the fact that the
point of view of this report and the circumstances of its publication have
been under considerable challenge, it continues to be widely cited
without qualification in studies of Black urban life, and to be used in
college textbooks and government agency libraries.
The most recent and denigrating examples of such research come from
the "new hereditarians," Shockley and Jensen. While officially questioned and publicly challenged, these studies have once again raised the
issue of innate inferiority in a period of rising social and economic stress.
The ability within sociology to contribute to recurrent racist ideology
poses several kinds of questions, some methodological, some sociological
and some political. Weems discusses the prevailing models, methodologies and modalities (policy prescriptions) characterizing traditional
research on Afro-Americans. 34 He describes the white research model as
characterized by assumptions of white superiority, male authoritarianism, high achievement of social norms (and their psychological
underpinnings-the need for control, power, authority), and reliance on
the quantifiability of reality. Such methodologies are consequently built
into research about racial minorities. Thus one type of methodological
question lies in the characteristics imposed by the tools employed.
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Brown and Gilmartin, following a content analysis of American
Journal of Sociology andAmerican Sociological Review, conclude:
If sociology is to transcend American national culture and become
truly general, then more cross-cultural and historical research is in
order-if study of sociology is the study of human social behavior
then behavior other than verbal statements of opinions and
feelings warrants intensive investigation. (p. 283)
More basic methodological questions lie in the linear model of research
which allows the exclusion of contextual factors. 32 Walt Anderson
writes: 3 a
Political science supports symptoms of political sickness (inequitable distribution of goods and services, conflicts of power and
special advantage, manipulation of the public by office-holders and
seekers) as norms of civilized life. This "realism" conspires to
banish search for a more sane social order as idealistic thus
depriving it of legitimacy. (p. 22)
Serious sociological questions follow as to the ability of many
researchers to transcend their own socialization in order to study the
extraordinary complexities of racist behavior and its impact. Mills,
writing in 1943, addressed the question of the professional ideology of
scholars investigating social problems. Studying those who had written
textbooks, he observed the remarkable similarity of personal background
and conjectured that this similarity helped to contribute to the low level
of abstraction in those texts. Sherwood and Nataupsky studied
biographical characteristics of investigators and found that seven traits
were significant predictors of positive and negative research conclusions
drawn about Afro-American intelligence scores. 34 Further methodological questions of another kind are raised by researchers oriented in
explicitly radical directions who focus upon the use of science in the
legitimation of class structure, or by economists examining capitalistic
structure and its selective impacts on the population. 35 Studies listed
above regarding funding impacts on content and interpretations fall in
this category as well.

CONCLUSION
From this admittedly superficial review of historical trends in selected
areas of sociological and psychological research dealing with AfroAmericans from 1895-1962, in relation to economic and political impera52

tives of power-holding groups, it is clear that the researchers have
contributed substantially to problems already existing for minorities.
Sometimes this may have been inadvertent, a reflection of the limitations ofunicultural socialization; sometimes it may have been by default,
in failing to see the obvious such as blatant economic exploitation;
sometimes it may have been deliberate, through a commitment to a racist
agenda-but it was always methodological, through mainstream biases
inserted into models and hypotheses which remain value-specific despite
assertions of "objectivity." 36 The methodology of hypothesis development precludes the change in power dynamics which lie at the very core
of the Black condition.

TABLE I
THEMES IN SOCIOLOGY RELATED TO RACE,
RACE RELATIONS AND NEGROES
Themes

Number of Articles in AJS
30-54
55-75
1926-49
1950-69

Vols. 1-30
1895-1925
Category A (Characteristics Of)
Attitudes of Negroes
Behavior of Negroes
Political Behavior of
Delinquency and Crime Behavior of
Passing
Language/Culture

2

15
1
2

7
31
3

6
8
0

0

1
2

1

8

0
0

0

0

0

1
1

1
7
2

4

3

Category B (Impacts Upon)
Health
Effects Upon, Societal
Relative Status/Condition
Education

0

1
1
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Category C (Relative Status)
Comparative Studies
Intelligence
Child Studies
Physical Status

1
3
0

0
4
0

6

1

8

7

0

4

4
0

1

3

3

8

8

1
0
0
0

Category D
Interracial Relations B1/W
Interracial Relations B1/other
Category E
Social Research, Evaluation of

Category F (Similar to "C" -pulled out for emphasis)
Economic Factors

1

Category G (Societal Responses To)
Attitudes Toward
Racism
Mass Media Effects
World Opinion
Historical Interpretations
Behavior Toward

1

2

3

0
0
0

0
0
0

1
1

3

0
0
0
0
0

0
4
0

0
5
0

3

0
0

0
0

0
0

0

Category H
Population
Housing
Migration

0
0

Category I (Social Organization)
Communities
Community Organizations

54

TABLE II
SOCIOLOGICAL THEMES RELATED TO RACE,
RACE RELATIONS AND AFRO-AMERICANS (1953-1962)

THEMES

N um her of Articles in
Sociological Abstracts
1953-62

Category A
Attitudes of Negroes
Behavior of
Political Behavior of
Crime and Delinquency Among
Passing
Language, Culture, Music

13
25
17
6
0
10

Category B
Health, Status of
Effects Upon, Societal
Relative Status/Condition
Education
Population/Migration/Housing

4
4
26
29

35

Category C
Comparative
Intelligence
Child Studies
Physical Status (Inferiority)

4
4
10
1

Category D
Interracial Relations

12

Category E
Social Research, Evaluation of

3
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Category F
Economic Factors

10

Category G
Attitudes Toward (Includes Racism)
Mass Media Effects
World Opinion (U.S. Race Relations)
Historical Interpretations
Behavior Toward

40
3
1

1
25

Category H
Communities
Community Organizations

6

0
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Dea, Awakening:
A Reading
of
H. D.'s Trilogy
Joyce Lorraine Beck
H. D., Hilda Doolittle Aldington, is best known as the co-founder
-with T. E. Hulme, Ezra Pound, and others- of the pre-World War I
English Imagist movement in poetry. However, while it has long been
acknowledged that Pound, Eliot, and Williams moved beyond Imagism
to more comprehensive and meaningful visions in Four Quartets, the
Cantos, and Patterson, the longer and later "major works" of their
female contemporary and colleague, H. D., have until recently gone
largely unpraised, uncriticized, and unrecognized. Rachel Blau DuPlessis'
essay "Romantic Thralldom in H. D.," which appeared in Contemporary
Literature in the Spring of 1979, remains a convincing demonstration of
how H. D.'s Helen in Egypt helps lead to a reconstructionist view of
personal and human integrity, wholeness, or holiness which is relevant
to, and present in, twentieth-century women, as well as men. Other
significant studies of this poem are those by Susan Friedman "Creating
a Woman's Mythology: H. D.'s Helen in Egypt" in Women's Studies
(Winter 1977) and Chapter 2 of L. S. Dembo's Conceptions of Reality in
Modern American Poetry (Berkeley, 1966).
Susan Gu bar in "The Echoing Spell of H. D.'s Trilogy" (Contemporary
Literature, Spring 1978) views H. D. as a poet who contributed not only
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"distinct images" but a total and coherent spiritual vision and a
"creative stasis" at once immediate and authentic for contemporary
women and men. In this essay Gubar sums up H. D.'s "re-invocation" or
"re-creation" of male myths, patriarchal culture, and religious thought
in her female epic, the Trilogy, so as to include those women whose
names have not been in the book. In the first of the three sections, The
Walls Do Not Fall, says Gubar, H. D. "demonstrates the need for
imagistic and lexical redefinition, an activity closely associated with the
recovery of female myths, especially the story of Isis." In the second and
third books, however, the poet moves beyond both imagism and classical
mythology to a substantial re-vision or re-creation of Western patriarchal
religious thought and tradition. In Tribute to the Angels, she "actually
begins transforming certain words, even as she revises Apocalyptic
myth." Finally, in The Flowering of the Rod, H. D. "translates the story
of the New Testament," "feminizing a male mythology as she celebrates
the female or 'feminine' Word made flesh." 1
H. D. is important, then, not only as an imagist poet but as a visionary
poet who contributed substantially to the discovery of an archetypal
identity for contemporary woman. Not only is her concluding masterpiece
Helen in Egypt a search for and recognition of archetypal, or prototypal,
integrity and wholeness, her Trilogy presents an emerging spiritual
consciousness and awareness embodied and symbolized in an important
central female figure. H. D.'s Awakening Dea, who appears in her
Tribute to the Angels, stands at the poetic center of the Trilogy.
Fascinating as this Goddess may be, she is, within the compass of the
poem, still in process of appearing- or of emerging into H. D.'s, and our
own, spiritual consciousness. Tribute to the Angels, says Norman
Holmes Pearson, describes new life springing from the ruins of a city and
of a human soul. 2 The city is London in 1945, and the human soul is H.
D.'s. But whose, we might ask, is the "new Life?" The poet calls us to
attention in her wartime hymn and asks that we see - that we behold
-this "new Life" as it is placed before us. The life which emerges or
springs forth is, indeed, "new," a surprise as well as an expectation even
to the soul who conceives it. H. D. had thought only to recall Gabriel, the
Angel of Annunciation. How could "she imagine," the poet asks, that the
one he is announcing would "come instead:"
We see her visible and actual, ...
we asked for no sign
but she gave a sign unto us; ...
she set a charred tree before us,
burnt and stricken to the heart....
Invisible, indivisible Spirit,
how is it you come so near! 3
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Neither the poet nor we can say exactly who this archetypal figure is yet,
or is to be, but we catch gleaming glimpses.
She appears in the fullness of time to the sound of music from the
"other world," the realm of"no need of the moon to shine in it," says the
poet:
I was talking casually
with friends in the other room,
when we saw the outer hall
grow lighter- then we saw where the door was,
there was no door
(this was a dream of course),
and she was standing there,
actually, at the turn of the stair.

(TA 25)

However, H. D. as Mother of Dea does not always have unfailing
eyesight or vision. While the Dea struggles to be seen and recognized, or
to emerge, so does her poetic Mother, H. D., struggle to give poetic birth:
This is no rune nor riddle
it is happening everywhere;
what I mean is - it is so simple
yet no trick of the pen or brush
could capture that impression;
music could do nothing with it,
nothing whatever; what I mean is but you have seen for yourself
that burnt-out wood crumbling ...
you have seen for yourself.
(TA 21)
Often doubt is expressed, qualifications suggested, prayers offered,
comparisons affirmed or denied, truths sorted through and out, figures
explored - as the poet continues to evoke Gabriel, and the Mercurial
flame which might purify love or through interpretation translate vision
into revelation, as dross to golden light:
0 swiftly, re-light the flame ...
Hermes ... poet,
take what the old-church
found in Mithra's tomb,
candle and script and bell,
take what the new-church spat upon
and broke and shattered;
collect the fragments of the splintered glass
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and of your fire and breath,
melt down and integrate,
re-invoke, re-create
opal, onyx, obsidian,
now scattered in the shards
men tread upon.
(TA 11, 1)
There are a few conclusions the poet tentatively arrives at concerning
the awakening Dea. She is the "Presence" announced by "Spirit" during
a time of crisis. The Dea first appears to H. D. at a time of desolation,
when World War II recalls the war experience and post-war collapse of
the twenties, which had coincided with the poet's own crisis and mental
breakdown. Now, the forties have become, once again, a time of crisis, a
time when "Spirit announces the Presence":
the shrine lies open to the sky
the rain falls, here, there
sand drifts; eternity endures:
rain everywhere, yet as the fallen roof
leaves the sealed room
open to the air,
so through our desolation,
thoughts stir, inspiration stalks us
through gloom:
unaware, Spirit announces the Presence;
shivering overtakes us,
as of old . . . .
(WDNF 1)
The Dea is announced by the poet-prophets, who, miraculously, have
withstood the ordeal. Now, as before, the bards or poets, "companions of
the flame," have endured: "the bone-frame was made for/ no such shock
knit within terror,/ ... yet the frame held:/ we passed the flame: we
wonderI what saved us? what for?" "NeverI in Rome, "says the poet, "so
many martyrs fell;/ not in Jerusalem/ never in Thebes, so many stood
and watched" as "the lightning shattered earth and splintered sky," nor
did those who endured flee to hide in caves:
but with unbroken will,
with unbowed head, watched
and though unaware, worshipped
and knew not that they worshipped
and that they were that which they worshipped,
had they known the fire
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of strength, endurance, anger
in their hearts,
was part of that same fire
that in a candle or on a candle-stick
or in a star
is known as ...
judgement and will of God,
(TA 6)
God's very breath.
Also, as before, the poet-prophets must suffer for the awakening Dea's
sake and outlast persecution if they are to succeed in their mission of
annunciation. Once again the poets, "authentic relic/ bearers of the
secret wisdom,/ living remnant of the inner band/ of sanctuaries
initiate" are called "useless" creators of "intellectual adornment." This,
says H. D., is the "new heresy:"
but if you do not even understand what words say,
how can you expect to pass judgement
on what words conceal?
yet the ancient rubrics reveal that
we are back at the beginning:
you have a long way to go
walk carefully, speak politely.

(WDNFS)

It is the poet-prophet who, by challenging critics and outlasting those

who insult or ignore her, has fought for breath and won new life:" ... the
stylus/ the palette, the pen, the quill endure,/ though our books are a
floor/ of smouldering ash under our feet;/ we fight, ... they say, for
breath." When asked, "so what good are your scribblings?" the poet
answers, "this- we take them with us/ beyond death."
(WDNF 10)
The scribes or poets who announce the Dea are true to themselves and
to their craft or art; they are loyal to the god Mercury, or to the angel
Gabriel. H. D. identifies herself as one of these poet-apostles, one of the
"living remnant of the inner band/ of sanctuaries initiate." She is herself
one of the "companions of the flame:"
(I speak of myself individually
but I was surrounded by companions
in this mystery);
do you wonder we are proud,
aloof,
indifferent to your good and evil?
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peril, strangely encountered, strangely endured,
marks us;
we know each other
by secret symbols,
though, remote, speechless,
we pass each other on the pavement,
at the turn of the stair;
though no word pass between us,
there is subtle appraisement;
even if we snarl a brief greeting
or do not speak at all,
we know our N arne,
we nameless initiates
born of one mother,
companions
of the flame.

(WDNF 13)

To remain true to her quest of annunciation requires great virtue,
authenticity, and courage of the poet. Indeed, her task seems almost
impossible. However, even when her psychoanalyst, Freud, and contemporary medicine and technology are not sufficiently moved, enlightened, or impressed by her interpreted visions or disciplined dreaming,
H. D., courageously, does not abandon her vocation to see, to say, and to
make known. She remains the castilian soul who is "unintimidated by
multiplicity of magnified beauty;" who is characteristically"persistent:"
In me (the worm) clearly
is no righteousness, but this persistence; I escaped spider-snare,
bird-claw, scavenger bird-beak, ...
I escaped, I explored
rose-thorn forest,
... I know how the Lord God
is about to manifest, when I,
the industrious worm,
spin my own shroud.

(WDNF 6)

The "persistent" poet arrives, tentatively, at a few conclusions concerning the nature and person of the awakening Dea who is "about to
manifest." She resembles many medieval visions but seems not to be
identical with any of these:
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the painters did very well by her;
it is true. they missed never a line

of the suave turn of the head
or subtle shade of lowered eye-lid
or eye-lids half-raised; you find
her everywhere (or did find),
in cathedral, museum, cloister,
at the turn of the palace stair....
But none of these, none of these
suggest her as I saw her, ...
In Tribute to the Angels, says Pearson, "H. D. was moving forward and
backward in spiritual realities." All that the poets have written or artists
have painted of the De a over the centuries is "implicit;" but, "all that and
much more:"
Ah (you say), this is Holy Wisdom
Santa Sophia, the SS of Sanctus Spiritus
so by facile reasoning logically
the incarnate symbol of the Holy Ghost; ...
I see her as you project her, ...
all you say is implicit,
all that and much more; ...
the same - different - the same attributes,
(TA 36-39)
different yet the same as before.
She comes as she is "sensed over the centuries in the differing dreams of
artists," from "the green-white of the blossoms as in a dreamed
epiphany." In a letter about the Trilogy, dated 1943, H. D. expresses her
belief that "protection of the scribe" seems to be the "leitmotif" of the
work, along with the "feeling of assurance back of it of the presence of the
God of the Scribe- Thoth, Hermes, Ancient of Days." The place of the
scribe or poet in the "mysteries of all-time," she sees as "the keeping track
of the 'treasures' which contain {or every scribe which is instructed,
things new and old." The scribes to whom "our Lady Universally" has
appeared over the centuries Pearson calls "scribes with the brush;" and,
he concludes, "Now, to H. D., she had emerged once more." 4
Another characteristic of the awakening Dea is that she loves and
actively encourages artists and poets. H. D. is, perhaps, led on in the
rediscovery and interpretation of old mysteries through her own intelligence and persistence. But she is also encouraged through the
appearance of the awakening Dea Herself, who receives the poems
gratefully, as gifts. She is respectful of the poet who gives her birth, of the
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self-actualized and perfected soul who is "hallowed" by "other standards"
than pompous fanfa~e of brittle fame: "strange texture, a wing covered
us, and though there was whirr and roar in the high air/ there was a
Voice louder,/ though its speech was lower/ than a whisper." {WDNF 12)
It is the writers, the "companions of the flame," whom the annointed De a
loves and salutes. She knows those who know her:
So she must have been pleased with us,
who did not forgo our heritage
at the grave-edge;
she must have been pleased
with the straggling company of the brush and quill
who did not deny their birthright;
she must have been pleased with us,
for she looked so kindly at us
under her drift of veils,
and she carried a book.

(TA 35)

For John Peck, writing in Parnassus, "the focus of H. D.'s poems is
dream-vision," and her Queen is eidolon, a "dialectical image that
returns our look." The poet's perception of the Goddess' aura or wholeness
frees the Dea to respond; she in turn frees the poet by returning her look,
thus overcoming or "verifying" enchantment and restoring aura to fact.
He quotes Walter Benjamin's citation of Valery: "In dreams, however,
there is an equation. The things I see, see me just as much as I see them."
H. D.'s awakening Dea, likewise, sees and responds to the poet who sees
her. Peck finds in H. D.'s eidolon of mutual creating and receiving a
"suggestive token of healing." 5 DuPlessis also views H. D.'s ~~glorie" as
"spiritual vision, which sees the aura of objects." The spiritual quest for
this "special realm of consciousness," she contends, "occurs above and
beyond the cultural institutions of heterosexuality. The Biblical echo
('neither marriage nor giving in marriage') signifies that H. D. was
trying to co~struct some perspective that avoided the constant subordination of the woman to the man in normal sexual and cultural life. In
her view, men and women are equals in the spiritual realm, not seeking
the distinctions of fixed sex roles, but rather a mutual suffusion of insight
and wisdom. The spiritual dimension termed glorie is the inner radiance
set forth by an object or experience, substance beyond dualism." 6 It
would seem that H. D. bears with her as her own that "glorious faculty"
which marks her as one of those "higher minds" who "from their native
selves/ can send abroad/ Kindred mutations; for themselves create/ A
like existence; and, whene'er it dawns/ Created for them, catch it"- or
be caught "by its inevitable mastery."
Finally, the awakened Dea appears at the center of H. D.'s Tribute to
the Angels as a fully developed archetypal presence. When she is seen,
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she is recognized by the apostle-poet as the beatific Queen of Heaven, as
the Redeemer of the Angels, or as Sanctus Spiritus. Her "drift of veils" is
a nimbus or starlit galaxy, and her book contains the testaments of new
life and of future glory:
she carries over the cult
of the Bona Dea,
she carries a book but it is not
the tome of the ancient wisdom,
the pages, I imagine, are the blank pages
of the unwritten volume of the new.
(TA 38)
Her book, which is "our book," says the poet, is still being written; it is
"the same," yet "different"- "different yet the same as before." The
Angels of Revelation whom H. D. evokes pay tribute to, or celebrate with,
the Dea as H. D. pays tribute to them:
So we hail them together,
One to contrast the other, ...
And the point in the spectrum
where all lights become one,
is white and white is not no-colour, ...
but all-colour;
where the flames mingle
and the wings meet, when we gain
the arc of perfection,
we are satisfied, we are happy,
we begin again.
(TA 43)
As a Goddess of new beginnings, of Alpha and Omega, the awakening
Dea is associated with Spring, "a season more bountiful ... more
beautiful, richer in leaf and colour; ... the may flowering mulberry and
rose-purple." (TA 17) But, perhaps most importantly, H. D.'s Dea is
symbolized in the flowering of the rood. This is her gift to the poet as the
poem is the poet's gift to her:
... my eyes saw
it was not a dream
yet it was vision,
it was a sign,
it was the Angel which redeemed me,
it was the Holy Ghost -
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a half-burnt-out apple-tree
blossoming;
this is the flowering of the rood,
this is the flowering of the wood.

(TA 23)

When the "jewell melts in the crucible/ we find not ashes, not ash-ofrose, ... not vas spirituale, not vas mystica even, but a cluster of gardenpinks/ or a face like a Christmas-rose." (TA 43) In H. D.'s Trilogy, as in
W. B. Yeats' "The Rose of the World" or the Anglo-Saxon "Dream of the
Rood," Eternal Beauty, or Holy Wisdom, suffers with humanity and
redeems passion through pervading love. The stricken rood becomes the
tree of life and glory.
The annointed Dea of H. D.'s Trilogy also is associated with epiphany
or consummation. Much as the "great leaves" of Yeats' "inviolate Rose"
"enfold/ the ancient beards, the helms of ruby and gold/ Of the crown
Magi;" so does H. D.'s Dea reveal her "shining loveliness" to the scribepoets of the Trilogy, in or through the symbol of the flowering rood or
Christmas rose. The Epiphany becomes the theme of the third part of the
poem, The Flowering of the Rod. Pearson sees the gift of the Magi in this
work linked with the scribe's gift or offering of the poem: "We recognize
the Magi not as Kings of the Orient but as the intellectually elite in the
worship of Zoroaster and Mithra, possessing, as Gilbert Vezin puts it in
his L 'Adoration et Le Cycle des Mages (1950), the sum knowledge of their
age: astrology, astronomy, medicine, mathematics and occult science.
The Magi were Wise Men; they were Scribes. Their offering was 'like the
offering of a poem.' " 7
If the symbol of H. D.'s Dea of beatitude is the flowering rood, her part,
or action, is redemption: " ... she brings the Book of Life, obviously." The
Dea is a Goddess of new life, or resurrection; and resurrection is
discovered beyond the "geometry of perfection," or "the smouldering
cities," beyond even "duty or pity:"
now having given all, let us leave all;
above all, let us leave pity
and mount higher
to love -resurrection ....
In resurrection, there is confusion
if we start to argue; if we stand and stare, .. .
in resurrection, there is simple affirmation, .. .
seeking what we once knew,
we know ultimately we will find
happiness ... in Paradise.
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(FR 1)

However, H. D.'s Goddess in Glory is human and visible as well as
divine. Her colors are still red and white as well as gold:
what I wanted to indicate was
a new phase, a new distinction of colour;
she was not impalpable like a ghost,
she was not awe-inspiring like a Spirit,
she was not even over-whelming
(TA 40)
like an Angel.
The poet's archetypal figure is not arrogant; nor is she discovered apart
and alien, although she has dignity; "she wasn't hieratic, she wasn't
frozen, she wasn't very tall.'' (T A 38) She is us, with us, or "one of us":
"She carried a book, either to imply I she was one of us, with us/ or to
suggest she was satisfied/ with our purpose." Yet neither is she a simple
symbol of dead pieties:
she is the counter-coin-side
of primitive terror;
she is not-fear, she is not-war
but she is no symbolic figure
of peace, charity, chastity, goodness,
faith, hope, reward;
she is not Justice with eyes
blindfolded like Love's;
I grant you the dove's symbolic purity
I grant you her face was innocent....
her attention is undivided ...
her book is our book.
(TA 38)
In a letter dated December, 1944, H. D. links her figure with Santa
Sophia, Holy Wisdom, and with "the SS of Sanctus Spiritus;" but the
poet's Dea also signals resurrection, new life, and new beginnings: "we
were there or not-there/ we saw the tree flowering; then it was an
ordinary tree in an old garden square." (TA 20) She is a bringer of light
and life. The apostrophe concludes Tribute to the Angels. "This is the
flowering of the rod," says Pearson, [which] "was tore-blossom in the
presence of ... Christ, - that is, in Life.'' Here "Golgotha gives way to
love and resurrection." H. D. places her De a of resurrection before us and
asks that we see, that we "behold" Her. "We see her visible and actual."
Her pages reveal "a tale of a Fisherman," and she is associated with
"purple as with purple spread upon an altar." The annointed Dea is
visible, tangible, and communal New Life:
We are part of it;
we admit the transubstantiation,
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not God merely in bread
But God in the other-half of the tree ...
this is the flowering of the rood,
this is the flowering of the wood
where ... we pause to give
thanks that we rise again from death and live.

(TA 23)

The Trilogy and Helen in Egypt are H. D.'s poetic masterpieces; as
such, they are her discovery of an authentic, heroic, and sacred destiny
for the woman poet, artist, creator. If H. D.'s poetry receives the attention
it deserves, she may yet take her rightful place alongside Ezra Pound,
Richard Aldington, D. H. Lawrence, James Joyce, T. S. Eliot, and other
friends, companions, and fellow writers. Hilda Doolittle Aldington
should be recognized as a poet who contributed not only "distinct
images" but a total, coherent, spiritual vision and a perception of
religious experience and holiness meaningful, relevant, and authentic
for twentieth-century women and men.
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The Tear and the Spy
Robert Burdette Sweet

I

N spite of her wealth, Angelina lived humbly. Long ago she moved
into the small house behind the larger house where she had once
lived. For the past ten years she leased the front house to a bachelor,
a mediocre painter forced to make his living assembling silicon chips in
an electronics plant. Mr Michael Morgan's presence in the front house
comforted Angelina, because, like her, he seemed to have no friends.
And when Angelina had been able to tend her shrubs and flowers, and
tumbled out of her walker, sprawled in the dust under the orange tree, it
was Mr. Morgan who rescued her. He also helped her on that awful
afternoon when she fell forward impaling herself on the fence, thin
haunches thrust into the October sun. Though he averted his head while
putting his strong arms around her, as if she smelled, Angelina was
grateful for his touch. She wondered if she did not want to fall again.
Blinking confusedly at him through her thick lenses, she whimpered in
her high, breaking voice, "Oh, Mr. Morgan, I have no ... dignity left. I
have nothing!"
Angelina felt powerless, unfairly made to suffer. Even her family, a
large clan proud of its Italian lineage, rich this generation due to the
shrewd ownership of the only liquor store for miles around, avoided her
as if she had the plague instead of the wasting, shaking onus of
Parkinson's disease. "I'm not old," Angelina complained to them, "I'm
sick. You treat me as if you want me dead. And I'm not ready!"
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Her own sister once shouted to others of the family who waited in the
long black Buick to take Angelina to a family Easter dinner that
Angelina at the last moment turned shy and refused to attend, "You're a
bitch. A real bitch!" Angelina waved the family off with a groan. No one
seemed to realize what her disease had made of her.
Yet it was that Easter morning, after her sister left, that Angelina for
the first time thought she saw Michael Morgan peering at her through a
worn spot in the curtain of his bedroom window. Angelina was certain
she detected a shaft of grey light glint from the snag in the curtain. But
before she could focus, the glint disappeared and she saw only the ragged
black hole leading to his darkened room. Yet Angelina felt happy
believing Mr. Morgan had been the witness to another form of her
debasement. "If someone else sees it, hears it, marks it, then it's real. The
moment is real."
Michael Morgan slept in the bedroom where she had slept before her
disease had gotten too bad. She barely could recall when she'd last gone
to sleep in that bedroom, when she had painted pale flowers with blue
backgrounds and could walk from room to room without the aluminum
walker. That was before she shook, before her sheets were stained from
bowels she could not control.
The progress of Angelina's desease had been marked by a succession of
maids. They stayed with her one to six months, depending on the maid's
and Angelina's desperation and forbearance. Usually their residency
ended due to Angelina's specific objection to the presence of a man in
their lives. "No man will sleep in my house," she insisted. "I won't be
neglected, bedridden, listening to you go at it with your man. Never!"
One of the Chicana domestics thought she had solved the problem by
meeting in her lover's car where he parked it in the driveway. But when
the nights turned cold they had to leave the motor running for warmth.
Since the only place to park was near Mr. Morgan's bedroom, Mr Morgan
called Angelina to complain about the exhaust that blew through his
window nearly asphyxiating him. Angelina phoned the police. There
ensued a row and among a clatter of empty beer cans tossed onto the
driveway and the maid shouting "Basta! Basta!" The Chicana and her
lover pulled away in a burst of smoke and squealing tires. And Angelina
was alone again, heart thumping, the palms of her hands sweating.
She sat tense in the wheelchair, her white skin stretched taut over high
cheekbones, grey hair caught up in a neat wool cap she'd pulled hastily
over both ears, a wisp of pale chiffon demurely tied in a bow about her
neck. "Oh, Mr. Morgan, Mr. Morgan!" Angelina whispered as she
separated two slats of the venetian blinds with thumb and second finger
staring at her tenant's window not thirty feet away. She searched
between the branches of a magnolia near his window for the hole
through which he might spy her out, had certainly spied out her
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ridiculous, shameless, Chicana maid. The thick, deep texture of his voice
on the phone tried to sound pleasant, though there were hints of
something finicky and irritable in it as there often is in the voices of
lonely people. "I got rid of her for you," she talked to herself. "And now
I'm defenseless. I can't even walk!"
Angelina squinted; She pressed against the blind. But, as the sun first
broke through the fog, she shied back. A puff of sour breath passed her
lips. The hole in the drape was now closed by a piece of black paper
Scotch-taped on the outside of the curtain, her side.
When the present maid took Angelina out each afternoon clicking in
her walker, or pushed her, blanketed in the wheelchair, Angelina
sometimes found herself fortunate to be near the driveway as Mr.
Morgan drove in from work. He'd pull up in his dirty yellow car, lean out
the window to retrieve his mail from the letter box near the oleanders. His
mail, she noticed, was only bills and records from a 'Disk of the Month'
club. Occasionally she'd take this opportunity to speak to him: "Yes, Mr.
Morgan, a new maid. Mary. She's kind. We'll be together. Yes, together
until the end."
Mary arrived from nowhere, having been selected by some member of
Angelina's clan. Mary seemed professional and experienced, hardly a
choice Angelina would have made. Angelina preferred someone less
fortunate than she, a member of a minority-but not black. A black, these
days, might be more demanding than Angelina herself.
Mary's main fault, other than that she owned a frightening little dog
who followed her everywhere, was that she wouldn't let Angelina
languish and be sick. She kept making Angelina walk and do things for
herself. Very quickly Angelina learned to despise her. The dog as well.
Yet it was one of their tours together that brought Angelina face to face
with Mr. Morgan again. For this she felt grateful to Mary and even to the
dog whose life had to end in order to bring the meeting about. Had the dog
not been crushed under the wheels of a car a half-hour before, they'd have
arrived back too soon and would have missed Mr. Morgan.
Mary sat in the wheelchair. Angelina had been talked into pushing the
chair. "To get exercise," Mary insisted. "You'll atrophy, get bed sores.
And then where will you be? Besides, I've had a bad shock. But just you
watch, Angelina, how I'll brave it through. You won't find me crying
about my poor dog. No ma'm!"
Angelina moaned an incoherent reply. It was a bad day for her too: she
shook more than usual and she was so tired that when she felt saliva slip
out the corners of her lips and wet her chin, she could not brush it away.
Mary said, clutching her dog's glass-beaded collar, "Glad the man who
run over him was a doctor. Glad he took the body. You're right, Angelina,
it's a bad world that's out there. But sometimes even I couldn't stand that
damn hound's yapping. He was a real yapper."
Angelina tried to push Mary straight ahead, tried to be aware of
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Mary's loss of all, perhaps, she loved, but the chair kept being snagged by
the stems of bushes and when it got right down to it the dog had been a
real hindrance in Angelina's life. From the dog's skinny frame had
protruded clots of grey fur. And the dog turned mean, often attacking Mr.
Morgan and even the wheels of Angelina's chair.
Angelina and Mary started into the driveway, the arms of the
wheelchair and Mary's shoulder scraping the oleanders, when Angelina
spotted Mr. Morgan. There he stood, freed for once from the protection of
his yellow automobile, reaching into his mailbox with strong arms, the
sleeve of his checkered shirt rolled up to his elbows. Angelina stopped her
forward stagger and leaned limp as a puppet with broken strings, head
thrust back and trembling.
Mr. Morgan looked disappointingly younger than she recalled from
the last time he'd picked her up from a fall. His hair hung to his
shoulders, a fine auburn color. His sagging, grey pants were held up by a
candy-striped necktie where a belt should be. Angelina opened her mouth
in a desperate effort to catch her breath. Why hadn't she worn her straw
hat? Mary had insisted she wear the brown stocking-cap pulled down
over her ears so she wouldn't catch her death. "Now what would your
lungs do backed up with a cold and your nose running along with your
mouth?" she'd said.
Angelina gasped. The longer Mary lived with her the more secure Mary
felt and the crueler she got. Mary had been kind only to her yipping dog
and the African violets she grew from slips under artificial light.
Mr. Morgan stuck his mail in his back pocket and, after a swift glance
with his grey, unnerving eyes, watched his feet as he walked toward the
women. Angelina feared he might collide with Mary and upset Angelina's
own balance within the handles of the wheelchair. Then, in a flash, she
hoped he would do just that, though the vision of his having to pick Mary
up too was an insufferable possibility.
Mary shouted, "You hoo, Mike. You hoo!" Her cheeks flushed as
Angelina continued to roll her forward. Waving the flashing dog collar
with one plump hand, Mary laughed boisterously, "Wonderful California
day, Mike. The weather ... it's beautiful."
Michael Morgan stopped in front of them and seemed to be waiting
there in the sun. He crossed his arms over his chest. He looked as though
he should be fat but, despite the loose clothes, Angelina noted his body
was compact. How many years had he been living in her house, sleeping
in her bedroom? And he never seemed to age.
Mary chatted on: "Angelina and I was taking a stroll. It's good for her
to push me. Gives her strength. And, God knows, I need the rest. We got
as far as the bridge.... "
"At the bridge ... " Angelina began, her voice coming up through
phlegm and cracking.
"Don't waste your breath, honey. We've got to get home yet." Mary
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suddenly gripped the dog collar she held in both hands and pulled the
small, twinkling strap taut. "My dog just got run over. A doctor did it.
Couldn't stop." She giggled, pulled harder on the strap. "The doctor takes
the body. What's left of him, poor thing. Head smashed in and .... "
"Killed it," Angelina said leaning over Mary, her lips working better
with the words. She blinked behind her glasses. Her head stopped
shaking fora momentasshestared hard at Mr. Morgan. Mr. Morgan had
thick red lips and perfect teeth. Why didn't he have any friends?
"How awful," said Mr. Morgan to Mary. He quickly pushed his dark·
rimmed glasses back on his nose with a dart of his index finger. "How
terrible for you." His voice sounded deep yet quiet. As though he
whispered. Angelina had to strain to hear.
"Oh, well," Mary smiled giddily. "He may have been all I had. But he
was a foolish dog. Barked too much. Little dogs are like that. Yappy."
Angelina yawned, confused and exhausted. She noticed a letter slip out
of Mr. Morgan's hand and flutter to the cement. He had not seen it hang
from the pocket and then fall. She wished she could pick it up for him. It
was a marvelous impulse, like when she'd potted a plant of hers he
admired and sent it over to the front house. But that had been long ago.
Years. And now there was no way she could bend down, retrieve the letter
and hold it steadily enough to present to him.
"See?" Mary grinned at Mr. Morgan. Her cheeks flushed redder as she
held up the studded collar the dog wore. "Here's all that's left." She
waved the collar over her head, under Angelina's chin. "I didn't even
guess how much Angelina cared about the dog. I didn't even guess.''
Angelina's voice crackled unsurely, "I walked all the way ... from ...
the bridge. All that way.'' Her head lurched toward where the letter had
fallen. "You've dropped .... "
"Wonderful," interrupted Michael Morgan. He had taken his mail-all
bills again Angelina noticed-out of his back pocket and begun running
his thumb impatiently over them, shuffling his mail like a pack of cards.
It made Angelina want to scream. She did not want him to leave. Not yet.
His voice mumbled on in that deep-throated whisper, "What? You walked
that far? You must be feeling better.'' He spotted the fallen bill and bent
over to pick it up.
Angelina pulled back on the handles of the wheelchair and set her jaw
grimly. The saliva between her pursed lips felt like glue that would not
dry. "I'm not better. I'm worse. I walked from the bridge, but I'm worse. I
can't sleep. And my body ... .''
Mr. Morgan smiled, apparently in approval. Had he heard her clearly?
She suffered daily, hourly. As she tried again to wipe her chin on her coat,
she recalled with a start a dream she'd had of Mr. Morgan embracing her,
holding her closely for a long time. And when she'd gone limp in his arms
and he'd finally let her go, she'd looked into a mirror beyond his head and
she was beautiful and healthy. There was no fear, loneliness, pain and .
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battling for each breath. With a sense of wonder still seizing her, an aura
of great sweetness, she had awakened by unpleasantly rolling onto the
warm mess she'd made in the bed.
"I didn't want the dog anyway," Mary continued fondling the dog's
halter and chain. "Foolish little dog." Mary waved her free hand gaily
into the sun.
"I pushed Mary . . . pushed. Me walking. All the way from the
bridge .... "
Michael Morgan turned his head, pivoted slowly in his worn shoes.
And, when Angelina leaned toward him, silently pleading for him to
acknowledge her as more than an object of his pity, he started toward his
front door. "I'll have to go read my mail now," he said.
How do you read a stack of bills, Angelina wondered. "No ... "
Angelina's lips sputtered.
"But Mike must be a busy man," Mary said settling back in the
wheelchair with a sigh. Her round cheeks flushed again. "He's got more
to do than talk to old ladies."
"Not old. Sick ... " Angelina began. She tried waving goodbye to Mr.
Morgan with a shaking hand that seemed to forget what it was doing and
stopped uncertainly near her throat.
"Yes, Angelina. We'll go home and take a nap. Though I doubt if I'll
sleep. Not now. After what happened to my yapper." Mary laughed.
Then, under her breath, but Angelina still heard her, "You don't care that
my dog is dead." And then louder, "Come on, push me, Angelina!"
Mary helped her into bed. "I'll feed you later. God, but you're getting
thin. Think I'll call you Twiggy. What do you think about that, Twiggy?"
Mary went to cry for her dog in the next room and the noise bothered
Angelina. Why should Mary care so much about an animal? She could
buy another.
Angelina had a hospital bed set up that looked out over the driveway
toward the black rent in Mr. Morgan's drape. The bed arched in the
middle and could be lifted high in the back so she might muse out of the
window at the many trees that thickly covered the front house. Over her
bed hung two water-color paintings she'd done as a young woman, both
portraying the lush but stiffly regular blooms of the passion flower, the
cross and thorns in the center filled in with a muted yellow. Plants were
all she really cared about. She knew the Latin names for all of them and
could make them grow like no one else in her family. "Angelina really
knows plants," everyone would say. Had it not been for the indulgent
tone in their voices, she'd have been pleased.
It was almost dark when Angelina got carefully out of bed so Mary
wouldn't hear and crept in her walker over to the window. She opened the
blinds wide and looked toward the front house. She smiled and then
clicked awkwardly back in her walker to the bed. She snapped on the
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light by her nightstand. It was more and more important to her that Mr.
Morgan see her suffering. Secretly, through the black hole. If all she
could get was pity, then she'd make of it what she could. Yes, Angelina
was certain Mr. Morgan's eyes peered at her through the hole that gaped
now larger than ever. But when did he remove the black patch? Two
useless strips of Scotch tape shone in the faint light where he must have
recently ripped it off.
Angelina did not find it in the least strange that she exposed herself for
Mr. Morgan-her room, after all, must appear to him as a lighted stageand that he be intrigued enough to play the voyeur. That was simply
what two lonely people did: observe and regard, but not reach out.
However, one night months later Mr. Morgan brought home a guest.
Angelina had not been out since the meeting at the mail box. The walk
from the bridge and back and the killing of Mary's yap per had been too
much for her. Mr. Morgan called once to say that his plumbing was
stopped up. She'd sent a plumber over immediately, despite the enormous
cost. There was no other communication between them, only his eyes, she
suspected, behind the drape. And now there he walked with a friend, a
young man. Both men laughed as they strolled from his yellow car
toward the front house. They passed noisily under Angelina's window.
Angelina recoiled in her bed as she heard them enter the front house.
All the lights suddenly came on. The sound of a record player blared.
There was nothing peaceful or reassuring about any of it. How could she
even think he might spy her out that night?
"Mary! Mary!,
"Yes, Angelina!'
"Put the blinds down!'
"But you never... !'
"You going to argue with me?,
"Don't yell, Angelina. Your voice hurts my ears!'
Angelina pulled her ivory cane out from under her tangled bedclothes.
She pointed the shining end of it at Mary's retreating back. "I want you
out of here. You say ... bad things about me. You don't like me." The
sudden uncontrollable flow of saliva choked her. The bed sores on the
back of her legs burned.
By dawn, Mary had packed all her violets, clothes, and books on
nursing and without a word or a backward glance at Angelina, sped, like
the Chicana and her lover, out of the driveway in a rush-of blue smoke.
Mary's car had barely rounded the corner when Mr. Morgan and the
young man hurriedly left the house and stood for a moment near the
carport where Angelina could see and hear them. Mr. Morgan's voice
came loud. "Why didn't you tell me?, he demanded of the young man.
"I c-couldn't," the young man said, his teeth chattering.
"Oh, I'll drive you home,, Mr. Morgan said, "because I promised.
Unlike other people, I do what I say. I tell the truth."
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"But I did tell you."
"Get in the car," Mr. Morgan said.
Angelina laid her head back down on the bed. She felt so tired. She
ached. But soon she forced herself to sit up again, bent forward-head
near her knees-and listened. The men sat in the car with the window
closed. Their voices rose, especially Mr. Morgan's, but the words were
now unintelligible. She shook her head. Lonely people did not dare break
open their isolation. Loneliness was a sore that never stopped bleeding
once you broke it open.
Angelina's family supplied her with a new maid, one of her choice this
time, an ugly girl, stocky, leathery-skinned, from the Polynesian island
of Tonga. She barely spoke English. The girl had beautiful, glistening
black hair she decorated with red and white fuchsia blossoms that hung
like small, silent bells near her ears. When Mr. Morgan phoned next to
complain about his plumbing, Angelina told him about the Tonga girl:
"Yes ... we're together ... now ... and forever. Until the end."
Angelina's voice had an edge to it. She was angry with Michael
Morgan. Unforgivably. Since the young man had stayed the night with
him, Angelina felt sullied, demeaned. Some sort of pact had been
destroyed. A promise broken. And though she continued to leave her
bedroom blind up, the light on, her nightly performance did not have its
usual dramatic flare. Her narrow lips did not curve so high when she
winced as she turned onto her side. She seldom raised her bare arms into
the air for her tenant to witness how thin and frail they were. Mr. Morgan
would have to content himself with the charade of a professional turned
dilettante.
But Angelina could not feign indifference for long, therefore she was
not in the least shocked when the idea to cut down all the trees around Mr.
Morgan's house first gripped her. The idea seemed to come from nowhere,
yet stuck with sharp claws into her brain and wouldn't let go. She knew
that Michael Morgan loved the trees because years ago she'd hired a man
to trim them and Mr. Morgan had rushed from the house in a rage,
startling the gardner out of his high perch in a laurel and freezing
Angelina with horror at the spectacle of his angry gesturing. "But Mr.
Morgan," she remembered saying, "the leaves from the trees are
stopping up the gutters."
"Never mind about that," he said, "I'll pay to have your damn gutters
cleaned."
Angelina retreated, told the gardner to clean the gutters, and the next
day sent Mr. Morgan the bill. The trees were left to grow until they lushly
framed the entire house and yard. She could hardly see the front house!
Mr. Morgan, she knew, got up late on weekend mornings. Saturday
then. Saturday, wheeled by her maid from Tonga, with thehelpofahired
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man who could be her arms and legs, Angelina would expose Mr. Morgan
naked to the street. The thought obsessed her more than her pain.
Early Saturday morning the hired gardner arrived to stand under her
window. She heard him calling to her. In one hand he held long clippers
and in the other a sharp-toothed saw. She was glad he was a Mexican.
Wetbacks were easy to control. They asked no questions, charged less.
"Miss Angelina. Miss Angelina," he shouted, as though he knew her,
as though she'd hired him before. The early morning fog hovered heavy
and grey over the Mexican's head. He stared up at Angelina's window,
his eyes hard black onyx stones.
Tonga wheeled her outside. Angelina tucked the red plaid blanket tight
under her shaking chin. She blinked at the Mexican. The fog had a glare
about it, worse than the sun. "Let's now ... now ... get to it." Her fingers
knotted excitedly together under the blanket. "Be quick before.... " Her
mouth stayed open.
The Mexican pointed at the trees, dark and heavy in the fog, where
they crowded around the house. "All those?" he wanted to know.
"To make my tenant ... happy," said Angelina.
"Happy!" smiled the maid.
The Mexican began attacking the trees. First he shinnied to their tops,
lopped off large branches that fell hissing near Angelina's chair. It was
gratifying for her to watch the Mexican dismember the great, tall trees.
He crippled them so that they stood quaking and oozing sap. Then he
sawed through their trunks until, with a sigh and rustling thud, they
tumbled, one after the other, onto the driveway.
"Happy!" the maid from Tonga, hoisting her long skirt high, jumped
barefoot through the already wilting leaves. She plucked a spray of
fall-yellow leaves, inserted them in her hair, and let them whisper a
golden crown over her head.
Where was Mr. Morgan? Still sleeping? Angelina's heart sped faster.
Surely he would understand that it must be for his own good that she
freed his house from the forest growth and let the sun and fresh air in.
"The spruce ... get the spruce tree ... in front." Rolling her chair with
her own hands, Angelina grunted and sweated as she headed down the
driveway toward the street.
"Big tree," the Mexican said. "Bonito . ... " He caught up to her and
cocked his brown head. He pointed toward the spruce. It shone blue
through the fog, its branches tapering to amber points.
"Leave ... "Angelina began. Her wheelchair had caught on a branch.
The blunt helplessness of her situation made the cords of her neck stiffen.
"Leave seven inches of the stump!"
The Mexican stared at her. "For why?"
"It will grow back," Angelina said.
"No. No," the maid giggled, the crown of gold leaves now clutched in
her hand. "It will not grow."
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"I know plants," said Angelina. She pulled her cane out from under the
blanket. She aimed the cane, shaking, at the Mexican. "I know plants,"
came throttling again from deep in her throat. "Mr. Morgan will .... "
"Will what? What will Mr. Morgan do?" Michael Morgan had flung
open his door and hurried toward her in frayed bedroom slippers and a
dirty robe. "Angelina, Angelina .... " He looked about him nervously
eyeing the destruction. "What are you doing?"
Angelina leaned her head far back in the wheelchair. One of her hands
reached for her throat. Her lips moved against each other. But no words
came.
"I feel like I live in a department store window," said Mr. Morgan
blinking through the fog in amazement. "Living in the middle of the
street." He passed a big hand, apparently in disbelief, across his grey,
drawn, still sleepy face. "I used to see only trees and now ... cars,
telephone wires. It's unbearable," he enunciated the last word slowly,
sharply. "I don't even want to live here anymore."
Angelina moaned.
Hunching his shoulders and directing a snide smile at Mr. Morgan, the
Mexican went over to the spruce tree and began to hack at the lower
branches.
Mr. Morgan stood directly over Angelina now. Red hair showed where
his bathrobe opened on his chest. She tried to glance away from the
curling hairs. "And why cut the spruce? It's like cutting me, God damn
it."
"I know plants," said Angelina. "They need to be cut.,, She couldn't say
Because I love you and you betrayed me. Could she? He'd never
understand how she'd grown to depend upon his eyes. His eyes were like
some god's, who, even if he didn't care, watched her. "Nothing grows
unless it's cut," she tried to shout. The maid laughed noisily. The
Mexican chuckled from the other side of the tree. They were all laughing
at her. Mr. Morgan hated her. She tried to wheel herself forward, but the
branch was still caught in the wheel. She tried to go backwards, but
found she couldn't move that way either.
She blinked helplessly into the open spaces where the trees had been. A
weak sun began to whiten the naked stucco house. She wanted to cry out.
"I hope I die soon," she managed to say in a choked whisper. She was
frightened by the way Mr. Morgan fixed his eyes inches above her head,
as though he didn't see her, as if she had ceased to exist for him. Maybe
she never had existed for him.
Mr. Morgan cleared his throat. "What did you say? Come on. Speak
up."
Angelina pursed her lips. She bent her head very far back in an effort to
control the trembling of her neck.
Mr. Morgan took advantage of her silence. "Now you'll have to replace
all the drapes in the house. Everyone can see in. The drapes have holes in
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them. Without trees, I'll at least have to have decent drapes. In all the
rooms."
"No!" Angelina was clear about this. "No new ... drapes. I'll ... leave
my ... lights on again."
"What?" asked Mr. Morgan bending down toward her, the fist of hair
on his chest catching at flecks of sun.
"I cut down all your trees," Angelina said.
"Yes. Why did you cut them down?" And then Mr. Morgan, mouth and
eyes shunting wide, faced up toward the spruce and bellowed, "No! No!"
The gardener had sawed almost through the tree and leaned against it
now to force it over. The blue tree trembled and bled. The thrusts of its
needles scraped the fog. The trunk wailed with a splintering crack. Mr.
Morgan shoved Angelina's chair in a sudden effort to get past her. He
stopped just before he reached the tree, leaning forward as if caught in
the act of running, fists plunged deep into the pockets of his dirty robe.
"It's taken almost fifty years for that tree.... Doesn't anyone know how
women have done this to me before because I won't ... because I don't
care ... because I care too much. About them."
The man sounded like a fool. Angelina wrapped the blanket firmly
under her chin. A smile stretched her lips. Tiredness made her want to
close her eyes but the sight of the fallen limbs, the clean barrenness of the
exposed house, freshly intrigued. Powerless? No, Angelina felt still very
much in control. Even if affection did choose the lonely who could handle
it least. And there leaned Mr. Morgan, entranced, while the spruce
swayed in a wider and more quaking arc above his head. "Run," she
called out. "You'll get ... crushed."
"Run," shouted Tonga.
Michael Morgan backed off, shaking his head, mumbling, "No, no."
The tree tipped, clawed the sky, and in a rushing blur of green and
silver-blue collapsed near his feet with a long, disconsolate hiss. The
branches on the ground broke under the weight of those above, snapping
like dried insect legs. A flume of dust rose into the air.
"Why did you have to do it?" Mr. Morgan bowed his head solemnly,
stubbled chin rubbing his chest.
Angelina straightened, quivering in every limb. "Because I could have
them cut." Startled, she looked around. "I could do that. At least." The
house appeared so clean, so open. Accessible. "We won't be cut ... off ...
from each other. Now. Will we, Mr. Morgan. Will we."
She tried to arrange her face into soft, simple lines. But she sensed that
the damaged nerves beneath her skin flickered, distorting her. And she
could do nothing about that. Nothing at all.
"Damn Morgan," Angelina muttered reaching down trying to wrench
free the twig caught in the wheel of her chair. "Tonga! Tonga!"
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Leslie Wagner

Gods of the Chandelas
(At Khajuraho in India are wonderful erotic carvings in
ruins of Hindu temples.)
At Khajuraho on a sun-parched plain
Where darkened towers catch the shimmering heat,
Young gods are waiting for the summer rain.
Lithe nymphs and goddesses with supple feet
Lift up their mouths in everlasting glee
Where polished breast and sandstone fingers meet,
Mouths to swelling cocks of fantasy,
And tongues to cunts-endless frozen lanes
That wind forever in a graven constancy
On crumbling ruins. Near the little town
Where bullocks strain and drag their heavy wains,
Dust devils swirl, red sun is glaring down.
Around the temples locked in daisy chains
Gods of the Chandelas await the summer rains.
Our young guide, college-trained, wants us to see
Each famous frieze. He suffers much to find
Lord Shiva, or the tower of sodomy.
"Greek gods may live in splendor of the mind
With bodies still, and eyeballs vacuousOur nymphs and goddesses are not that kind.
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"The Chandelas loved luxury, and human bliss,
They built their temples for the whole of life,
And here you see an image showing this,
"The common work of every loving wifeShe's washing clean her wall with studied pains.
See this musician touch a handy fife."
Young gods and goddesses a wait the rains
Forever locked in living, loving daisy chains.
"Not all the carvings are erotic, see
This charming dancer makes a graceful line
She holds an injured foot across her knee
"And from the sole extracts a painful spine.
A lady combs her hair-notice how
A servant holds a mirror at her sign.
"Look over here to see a family row.
Two women struggle for their husband's hand."
I say, "the winner's losing, anyhow.
"But what is this? A lady holds a dove."
"A parrot, not a dove," the guide explains,
"Prostitutes held parrots." Round above
Our heads, vibrant bodies move in rosy chains
Putting down the dust with life and love,
The gods and goddesses of Chandela who bring the rains.
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J.B.Goodenough

Bone Story
Thaw implies
The ending of a tale
That winter told:
At the bam's back,
In the empty oat-bin
Opened to air out,
Bones of two rats
Clean-picked, worn to
Perfect point and curve.
Which one outlived the other,
And for how long, now
Is of no consequence.
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TheWayOut
She was just a little
Careless to begin with,
Began mislaying things
She could do without,
Then more-keys,
Coins, handkerchiefs,
Words slipped into a crack,
Days lost among other days.
She misplaced the year
Her husband died,
And then his name
And then her own,
Got up one morning,
Left her body in the bed,
Never went back
To put it on.
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Hill Country
If I wear a white dress

The snowy owl will choose me,
I will be the owl's bride.
You will hear the mouse shriek
In the baled hay at night.
Brown spots will dry on your step.
If I wear a black dress
The crow will claim me,
I will be the crow's lady.
The runt hedge-kitten will scream
Once, at daybreak. You will find
Some of it by noonday.
I will be a good wife. I
Will put on any dress you
Like. If you will take me.
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Sanford Pinsker

Death & Dying: Lesson #1
Nobody dies enough for someone else:
We only imagine what it might be like
As the face contorts, the breath zooms out.
Death comes hard as a grunting lover
Until, in a wink, a life is over.
Whatever the lesson in all that,
You shrink back, fail to learn.
But wait: No doubt you will get a turn
And somebody else leaning over with a mirror,
Hot for a glimpse of your afterlife.

89

Frances M. Malpezzi ·
Wash Day
Monday
And the machine pulsed out
A morning of warm soapsuds.
The child stood in the sunlight
Struggling with sheets
Heavy with wetness.
The taste of wooden clothespins
Lingered in her mouth.
She flicked a ladybug
From her arm
Thinking of the day
She'd be tall enough
To reach the line with ease.
Inside
The two women were fighting.
She listened instead
To the machine's drone,
Though she hated it.
Had hated it ever since
It took the old woman's hand
As calmly as it took
The empty sleeves of her faded blouses.
Awkwardly she carried
The huge wooden clothesprop
From under the porch.
It reminded her of a giant's crutch
And always gave her splinters.
She could hear them upstairs
Still arguing.
If only she didn't have to go up there.
But they were calling her to lunch.
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Return. From Missouri
Our laughter fades
into streets of melting snow.
In Missouri
our spirits were renewed.
Home now,
I will be caught up
in the flow,
drift into days of work
and solitude.
Through endless days
and quiet nights,
brood dim whirling thoughts
eddying to despair.
Only as a pilgrim
on the mind's road
can I return to our past.
Memory's paththat limitless sojourn
where I reshape the times
and weave a wreath of visions
to solace my grief.
I live a partial life
of words and dreams.
Just a little odd,
I grow to middle-age.
Fears, restless nights,
sighs, unsounded screamsthese are the signs of a silent rage,
the weak, impotent rattling of a cage.
As opportunities diminish,
I find sanctuary
only in the return
through the mind.
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Brian Swann

Thirst
The wind is already a hat
with upswept brim
when light begins to fill
its own body, and then
the bodies of others,
taking marshgrass from
dirty indigo to ochre
to yellow.
I come
to doubt what is really there
that can allow itself
to change so easily.
That night,
I dreamed the world.
Everything was as much
another
as itself. As much
reflection
as another.
I woke with a thirst
for things.
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Leading Down
All summer wells
went hoarse. Moths
munched paper. Trees
quit. Dragonflies
crashed. Birds bounced
on strings against
clouds scorched at
edges & curled
back to bindings. So
now I sit
with small bottle
like a phone,
flies like dogs, and
oblongs of autumn
on the floor like
doorways leading
down where rocks are
alive to reservoirs
through which my voice
goes on & on like
blue glass
singing.

93

Jean Wiggins

Let Me Tell You How I Got Home from the War
The life process of death
depends on two grasshoppers
fucking on an okra leaf.
The death process of life
depends on two insect casesdry, transparent, clinging
to the bark of a stalwart pine,
like bombers lost
in a forgotten war.
How is death not merely an event?
Where does goodbye begin
and hello end?
Let me tell you1 got home from the war by learning the secrets
of the jungle
and forgetting,
by losing the war and winning the peace,
by eating what I could find
and eliminating, by experiencing brutal pain, fatigue
on the trail leading home-
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and pleasure when coming to a clearing I sawas in a dreamthose clay-red mountain ranges pop up, one
after the other, ever higher,
more majestic.
Safe at home,
I sometimes wonder as I'm driving round the city
how it would be to enter that house
and call it home. Or sometimes I follow
the city map, explore unfamiliar streets,
byways, neighborhoods, and wonder why
I am doing this,
half-wondering if I am like a dog
pissing at every fire hydrant,
claiming it as mine.
Why wonder?
All animals use the same trail.
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Alan Seaburg

The Thin Line of Blood
The night before, James Cagney as George M Cohan,
live coals dancing on my eyeballs; I was Huck Finn
on a celluloid raft on the only available Mississippi.
Breakfast was scrambled sun flavored with blue salt.
My body was stuffed and packed with swimming trunks
and fishing pole, the train's whistle a worm on my hook,
its steam the mist on the evening lake.
Citronella was sunburn on my arms and forehead;
it still mirrors images from a child's coloring book:
a rowboat, a father, bass and white perch.
The pranks those fish played on us,
upturning our wheelbarrow, sliding down our joy.
It was spitballs and paper planes that lively schoolroom.
The row back to the cabin with the loons,
their laughter diamonds writing on our stillness,
the wind made the black water nervous,
the crust of the lake pines, the moon a ghost,
the light in my eyes attracting bright moths,
the few words between us fireflies.
Remembering is a paper cut,
the thin line of blood love.
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Morning Meditation
Morning: my eyes robins and sparrows singing,
yet sleep still mulches. The first body chores:
kissing the devil: yet fibers of morning meditation.
I like the solitude of the house now,
I like those I love a voice away,
protected by the sleep I forget.
The walk to the bus, the simple waiting,
the boring man I sit next to each ride,
who talks as if he had been dead ten years:
a part of the fabric of my plenitude.
I arrive at the library an hour early;
I bring in the papers, I make coffee,
the news I read, crusts of bread
on the winter snow of world history.
These little acts are a waiting, a preparation,
for those who will walk into my life.
For people are my real solitude,
their lives arms about my loneliness,
their concern an antidote for the cacophony,
without them my life has an incurable flaw.

97

Roger Finch

Sunday Painter
The distant hills are a glaze of lavender
over Veronese green, like sprigs
of asparagus nudging their pearly sheen
through a crust of earth. The blue satin sky rigs
its clouds in a most intriguing way, trying
out tottering towers and swans' wings
in a fit of heavenly jugglery. The lake
below has a taste for the sky's pretty things,
wearing its wide mantle like the Virgin's robe;
no slab of lapis lazuli could
be more bluely blue, bluing the sky's laundry
before it throws it back, touching up the woods
that stretch across it toward the gathering eye.
My mother paints a scene. Shut away
high in an upstairs room, where the gaze can lean
like a balcony over the bolt of day
unrolled for its inspection, she is seated
within a cloud of spirited scent
that haunts the room: the lilac of terpineol;
pungent oil of spike. But what she paints is pent
up on the wall in front of her: a landscape
by Corot with its egg-whisk trees that part
the sky and froth the light; and her brush acquires
it by second nature through the eye of art.
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Mark Henke
MENSA Child
Congratulations on
that extra fold in the brain.
We've looked inside
your head, confirmed
the all important surplus knot
and made this list of scenes.
Chattering through your primers
in record time earns
a seat before the class.
Your space grows.
Places empty around you.
Infinitives unsplit,
arithmetic clicker in
that abacus hat, you dash ahead
to trade razors
of praise and envy.
Bound easily upyou gain a private laboratory
or suite choked in leather and wood.
They shun your easy mind,
cringe at your facility
and whisper by the coffee pot.
The cat allows you contact,
unaware the stroking comes
from gifted hands.
In rented rooms she rubs
the rented furniture
which knows only one set of thighs.
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The Omniscient
Narrator
•

In

The Realms of Gold

Jacqueline Eis

M

ARGARET Drabble's use of a personal, omniscient narration
is the most obviously accessible way into her large and
complex novel of ideas, The Realms of Gold. No other aspect
of her novel leads as directly to an understanding of her handling of plot,
theme, and character as does her use of narration.
The novel is, on one hand, a love story in the style of Jane Austen;
Frances Wingate and her lover, Karel Schmidt, misunderstand one
another, separate, and later reunite, all in counterpoint to the complex
difficulties of other family members. On the other hand, the novel is
modem both in setting and psychology, and the problems are those
Austen would shun: marital difficulties, depression, alcoholism, and
suicide. The heroine, Frances Wingate, is a respected anthropologist who
seeks her golden realm through her work, her four children, and her
lovers. The management of career and family comes easily to her, and
although her marriage has been unsuccessful, Frances's ability to cope is
always seen in contrast to the destructive impulses of those around her.
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Janet Bird, a trapped housewife, Hugh Ollerenshaw, Frances's alcoholic
brother, and Stephen, a depressed young nephew, are all foils for
Frances, whose extraordinary survival instincts are bound with her
rationalizations about the futility of the notion of family in the modem
age, the inevitability of the various forms of child sacrifice, and her
notion of the mysterious Midlands Madness which besets her family
and, she suspects, every other family.
Throughout the novel, the musing of an omniscient narrator is
counterpoised against Frances's intellectual rationalizations. In the
past, personal omniscience as a fictional device has been used in the
opposite way. Tolstoy, for example, uses personal omniscience in War
and Peace to elaborate on the social scene or historical events in a larger
manner than any one character is capable of doing. Frances Wingate,
however, is more articulate than the omniscient narrator and capable, as
an anthropologist, of taking the long view of humanity. Drabble, as
omniscient narrator (and she may indeed be playing a role) is timid,
avoids the long view, and limits her comments to the authorial problems
of writing about her characters, a reversal unique in the history of
literature.
Writers who have chosen omniscience have consistently renewed the
device and Drabble is no exception. She is a little like Fielding, for
example, in expressing a personality in her narrative. Compare her
self-effacing tone, however, to Fielding's abrasiveness in this excerpt
from The History of Tom Jones:
Reader, I think proper, before we proceed any farther together to
acquaint thee that I intend to digress, through this whole history,
as often as I see occasion, of which I am myself a better judge than
any pitiful critic whatever; and here I must desire all those critics to
mind their own business. 1
Drabble's narrator (whom we must never assume is Drabble herself) is
not so certain that she is doing the right thing. Her intrustions are
minimal in the beginning of the novel; they serve as reminders, as when
she says of David Ollerenshaw, "Remember him, for it will be some
months before he and Frances Wingate meet again. " 2 At other times she
simply seems to be reminding us of her presence: "Doubting him she
grew ill, as I have said." (p. 77) Her first large intrusion as narrator
doesn't occur until midway through the novel (p. 174) when she openly
pleads confusion, and welcomes with open arms critics, readers, anyone,
in fact, who can help her or console her for the mess she claims to have
made of her characters who have thus far not cooperated as well-behaved
characters ought to cooperate. Unlike Thackeray, who pretentiously
describes his characters in Vanity Fair as puppets and declares, "Ah
Vanitas, Vanitatum! Which of us is happy in this world?" 3 Drabble's
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confusion is personal rather than cosmic. She says she is suffering from
a loss of nerve.
Such anxiety among twentieth century writers using the device seems
to be common. John Fowles uses omniscience similarly in The French
Lieutenant's Woman. He intrudes with brief historical essays, much in
the manner of Tolstoy, comparing, for example, his nineteenth century
characters with the future which they will never know but which Fowles
as narrator knows. Fowles intrudes more often than Drabble; he stops
the novel, in fact, at Chapter Thirteen and offers a long essay on his
theory of fiction, a theory which Drabble has apparently read. He says:
The novelist is still a god, since he creates (and not even the most
aleatory avant-garde modern novel has managed to extirpate its
author completely); what has changed is that we are no longer the
gods of the Victorian image, omniscient and decreeing; but in the
new theological image, with freedom our first principle, not authority .... I do not fully control these creatures of my mind, any more
than you control-however hard you try . . . your children,
colleagues, friends, or even yourself. 4
So when Drabble, as narrator, admits the same difficulty ("it would
have been an arbitrary link, but I liked it and am sorry that I have
messed it up by this perhaps unnecessary fit of explanation," p.175), she,
like Fowles, seems to be saying that she is not quite in control of herself.
And when she says, "I simply have not the nerve to present him (David
Ollerenshaw) in the detail I had intended," (p. 175) she admits that she,
too, is unable to control her characters. What an indecisive group of
colleagues Tolstoy would find among modern novelists!
Other characters are completely impenetrable to Drabble's omniscient
narrator and she apologizes for herself. "Omniscience has its limits," she
says. (p. 332) Drabble goes further than Fowles, however, when she
invites her readers to share the problems of authorship. Rather than
offering multiple-choice endings, as Fowles does, she says, "Invent a
more suitable ending if you can." (p. 346)
Drabble's omniscient narrator reaches out to the reader, seemingly for
reassurance, but she doesn't linger long, usually no longer than a
sentence, then withdraws. As author-narrator, Drabbleis something like
the octopus in the novel's first chapter who lives in the plastic box. She
occasionally reaches out and touches us, out of curiosity perhaps, or
without thinking, but upon contact, the gray wet tentacles of authorship
retreat quickly back inside the plastic box where narrators should safely
be, a place where they can hear and see all.
It may not be wise to assume, then, as we have in the past, that the
voice of the omniscient narrator, the authorial "I" wholly represents the
voice and personality of Margaret Drabble. Fielding may have been as
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plucky and good-humored as his narrative voice implies, Thackeray as
pompous, but Drabble might be breaking precedent.
Let's assume for a moment that Margaret Drabble is not as confused
about characterization and plot as she says she is, or as indecisive as she
appears to be, even though we have learned enoug;h about the creative
process in this century to substantiate such a position. When we consider
the fact that she tantalizes her readers with the riddle of the nameless
city at the beginning of the novel, we are convinced that not only is
Drabble well in control of her devices and kl)ows precisely where to use
them for maximum effect, but that she is not beyond toying with us as
readers a bit, sending us on a dig through much superfluous information
to find our realms of gold. We might also consider, then, the possibility
that Drabble deliberately manipulates the device of omniscient narrator
to underscore the alternatives which face Frances Wingate.
If Drabble presents the struggle to achie~e a balance between two
opposing forces - the need to fight off despair through work, on one
hand, and the need for sexual love and domestic happiness (a happiness,
we are told, that keeps Frances Wingate from working), on the other
-doesn't she, as narrator, also enhance the resulting anxiety by using
the same tone of perplexity in her authorial voice?
Drabble portrays Frances as an intelligent, warm, and independent
woman who, like other professional women seeking more from life than
the wife-mother role, finds the going difficult. Her work goes well; it is, in
fact, a joy and an escape from the far more difficult problems of family
living. The rewards of her profession are not those she has been
programmed to expect, however; she needs continual reassurance that
she is both interesting and lovable. She feels displaced, ill at ease, and
without love, as if there was "a stone in her chest." (p. 196) Drabble's
authorial voice, too, is intelligent and warm, but seeks continual
assurance from the reader, an assurance that cannot be given and which
therefore must be seen as a device.
Like Frances Wingate, Margaret Drabble is a master of her work, and
by refusing to set aside the indecision and warmth which have been
traditionally associated with that which is female, she reflects Frances's
character and places her problems on the plane of the universal. She
wants us to believe that she's saying, "Even I'm not sure of myself." Her
refusal to reject the traditional weaknesses of femininity doesn't endear
her to feminist critics who would like to see a clear-cut, decisive victory or
even defeat. However, life isn't that easily understood; "human nature is
truly impenetrable," Drabble tells us. (p. 349)
When Frances Wingate fails to find her realms of gold, it may be on
account of a fault, or survival tactic as some might wish to see it, of
touching but withdrawing, much as the narrator does, before she has dug
to the bottom of an issue. Frances does a great deal of brooding and
wondering about her life and human nature, but she backs away when
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she touches anything which is less than delightful, less than pure gold.
"What for, what for, said Frances to herself. What is it for, the past,
ones's own or the world's. To what end question so closely." (p. 121) X or
does Frances question her sister's death too closely; she plugs her ears
and hums softly to herself in order not to hear when her mother finally
breaks down and talks about it. (p. 283)
Through the action of the novel, if not through the narration, Drabble
does show us the consequences of this evasion. Frances· s nephew Stephen
felt that it was somehow unhealthy to suppress information about
Alice's death and it preyed on his mind. "He found himself speculating
more and more about dead Alice. But nobody would tell him ... :· (p. 202)
The implication is that we sacrifice our children by our survival tactics,
our essential evasions, and by being unwilling to face the self-analysis
required by such a tragedy. And so history is repeated. Stephen, too, is
sacrificed.
Frances uses her pleasures (children, liquor, frogs, sex, even pregnancy)
as romantic rationalizations which drive out her fears and enable her to
ignore her inner life. Faulkner's Addie Bundren (in As I Lay Dying)
would condemn her rationalizations which are "just sounds that people
who never sinned nor loved nor feared have for what they never had and
cannot have until they forget the words." 5 Addie might be right; for all
the clever insights that Drabble's characters have about human nature.
life and the cosmos, there is no point where Drabble penetrates the
essence of her characters as deeply or as directly as Faulkner; there is
nowhere in the novel that Frances is willing to look into her soul as
unflinchingly as Addie Bundren looks into hers. But then Addie Bundren
is not a survivor; she lies down and dies. Frances Wingate is a survivor,
and we are shown, by implication at least, what sacrifices have to be
made for survival.
That Drabble intends to have her first-person narrator escape
unpleasantness by the same survival method, rationalization, is quite
clearly the case. The omniscient narrator draws back from David
Ollerenshaw when he becomes too much to handle psychologically. If the
narrator pursued the mind of David further, there is the implication that
she would find much that is frightening, along with much that is
interesting, and we are left a little dissatisfied at the end by her refusal to
do so. It is with an almost audible sigh of relief that the narrator turns
from him saying, "And we can leave him there, on the eve of departure,
and return home to Frances Wingate; she is a more familiar figure, a
more manageable figure in every way." (p. 179) It seems important to
Drabble to emphasize her narrator's hasty leave-taking rather than
going on to the next section without narrative comments. If we can see
the omniscient narrator as a separate character for a moment, we can
also ask what that character is doing for the novel at any given point. Is
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she just there to be chatty, or does the narrator reflect, even in her
dodging, the character and behavior of Frances Wingate?
Later, Drabble entices us to read the ending too romantically by
allowing the narrator to tidy up the loose ends a bit too neatly. Frances
and Karel are united in a happily-ever-after marriage and all the other
characters quickly recover from Stephen's tragic death. All this underscores Frances's character, which is romantic in many ways. She wants
Karel to appear on a camel, "sunstruck, coming across the sands to
rescue her," (p. 22) and like unliberated Janet she waits interminably for
something to happen to her relationship with Karel. It isn't surprising
then that she mourns deeply at the romantic tragedy of Stephen's death,
but only a page and a halflater we read that "in the end Frances got over
·it. One gets used to anything." (p. 343) The sentence strikes us as
unfeeling. It is as if Frances has placed Stephen's death in ajar made up
of rationalizations about Stephen being true to himself and has placed
that jar beside the others on her mantle, safely away from herself.
Neither she nor any other character has been changed by the death in
any consequential way. Later, in discussing Phoenician child sacrifice,
Frances "did not want to know, she did not want to understand, she
turned away. She could not believe in the resurrection, or in revelation,
and anything more sinister she did not wish to comprehend. She was a
modem woman." (p. 345) She has plugged her ears and is humming, just
as she did to evade the death of Alice. Compare, for a moment, the
consequences of Stephen's death with the suicide of Flaubert's Emma
Bovary, whose family is ruined by her struggle and death, or of
Salinger's Seymour Glass, whose suicide obsesses his family through a
series of novels. There are countless other literary examples, and to
accept as final the narrator's tidying up at the end of the novel is too easy
a way past Stephen's death.
Normally, an author using personal omniscience would help us make a
moral decision about the actions and attitudes presented in the work. In
Techniques of Fiction Writing, Leon Surmelian says of omniscient
narration: "It takes a great writer, and one might say a great man, to be
frankly omniscient in the manner of Tolstoy. Comment implies
commitment." 6 In an overview of authors using the device, we see that
Drab ble is the first who does not ct»mmit herself either to a larger view of
life or to a judgment of her characters. Even Fowles commits himself to
certain concepts of freedom which are quite clear to the reader by the end
of The French Lieutenant's Woman. Drabble's narrator adds little to the
theory of the novel except amiability, and it might be argued that the
omission of commitment undermines the authority of the novel and
leaves us wondering whether there is a trick to it all.
To realize Frances Wingate's and the narrator's evasiveness, however,
is to love them no less. It makes the novel no less interesting or
pleasurable. It simply places Drabble outside the novel, capable of
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appreciating and presenting the wisdom and folly of both the narrator's
and Frances's methods of coping. Whether we like it or not, such
evasiveness and rationalization are universal twentieth century responses to life, and it would be as erroneous to indict Drabble for
presenting the attitudes as it would be to accept them without examination.

NOTES
Henry Fielding, The History of Tom Jones (New York: Random
House, 1957), p. 4.
2 Margaret Drabble, The Realms of Gold (New York: Popular Library,
1975), p. 52. All subsequent references to the novel will be noted in the text.
3 William M. Thackeray, Vanity Fair (New York: Dodd, Mead, 1944),
p. 754.
4 John Fowles, The French Lieutenant's Woman (Boston: Little Brown,
1969), p. 106.
5 William Faulkner, As I Lay Dying (New York: CRM Publishing,
1958), p. 74.
6 Leon Surmelian, Techniques of Fiction Writing: Measure and
Madness (Garden City: Anchor Books, 1969), p. 65.
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Notes on Contributors

Joyce Beck, currently at work on a book treating the rhetoric of John
Donne's verse epistles, has previously done studies of Shakespeare and
Denise Levertov. Having earned the Doctorate from the University of
Michigan, Beck currently teaches in the English Department at the
University of Texas at Arlington, where she is also the Assistant Editor
of Allegorica.
Jacqueline Eis, a Lecturer at the University of Santa Clara, earned the
Bachelor's degree from the University of Colorado and the Master's from
the University of New Hampshire. She has worked as a newswriter and
photographer and published many news articles.
Roger Finch, who earned th~ Ph.D. in Near Eastern Languages and
Literatures at Harvard, currently lectures at two universities in Tokyo,
Japan. His poetry has appeared in numerous journals. At present he is
working on a translation of the poems of Yunus Emre, a 13th century
Turkish Sufi.
Maureen Girard, a graduate student in English at San Jose State, is
published here for the first time. She was granted the Bachelor of Arts in
Liberal Studies by San Jose State.
J. B. Goodenough, who "leads a more-or-less quiet life in a small town,
with husband and two daughters," has been a landscape artist in the
past. Over the last two years, she has published poetry in a dozen
journals, including The Hudson Review and Orpheus. She finds "it takes
the same 'eye' to paint a 'true' picture as it does to paint a 'true' poem."

109

Mark Henke is the assistant editor of a Los Angeles poetry journal,
Fairfax Folio. Having worked as an actor, a tape librarian for CBS and
for the Army Security Agency, he is currently employed by Atlantic
Richfield. He earned both the B.A. and the M.A. from Arizona State
University.
Frances M. Malpezzi earned the Ph.D. in English from the University
of Nebraska and is currently teaching at Arkansas State University. In
addition to publishing poetry in a number of reviews, she has an essay on
John Donne in a recent issue of Renascence and one on Harriet Am ow in
the Spring issue of Southern Studies.
Robert D. Pepper, a Professor of English and Humanities at San Jose
State, earned the doctorate at Stanford University. He has taught in
Oregon, New Zealand, and in a Force 10 storm on the North Atlantic. An
acknowledged Wilde expert, Pepper is also an English Renaissance
specialist.
Sanford Pinsker is chairman of the Department of English at
Franklin and Marshall College. A widely published poet, his work has
appeared in Harper's, the New York Times, College English and
Salmagundi.
Alan Seaburg is the author of Medford on the Mystic (1980) and the
co-author of the Thoreau Collage (1978). His poems and short stories
have appeared in a wide variety of reviews. Having worked as a librarian
at the Tufts University Theological School and as a minister at the
Charles Street Meeting House in Boston, he is presently the Curator of
Manuscripts at the Harvard Divinity School.
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MariaN. Smallwood, who is currently teaching in the History and
Afro-American Studies departments at San Jose State, holds the B.A.
from Roosevelt University, the Master's from the California State
College in Los Angeles, and was granted the Ph.D. by the University of
Southern California. Smallwood is known as an innovative teacher of
interdisciplinary courses.
Brian Swann, an Associate Professor of English at Cooper Union, took
the Bachelor's and Master's degrees at Queen's College, Cambridge,
before earning the Ph.D. at Princeton. A widely published poet, Swann's
work has appeared in The New Yorker, Kenyon Review, and Harper's.
Robert Burdette Sweet, the author of Memory of Fire, The Mambo,
and Dame America, also paints, sculpts and composes music. His short
stories have appeared in numerous magazines including The Chicago
Review and New York Quarterly. A Professor of English at San Jose
State, Sweet earned the Ph.D. at the University of Denver.
Leslie Charlotte Wagner, presently a graduate student working
towtrd the M.A. in English, has visited India, Nepal, and Thailand. A
substitute teacher in the Los Altos and Mountain View school districts
for six years, she has also taught English and Western Etiquette and
Culture in Japan. This is her first literary publication.
Jean Wiggins, a part-time instructor at the University of Alabama,
earned the Ma!Jter of Arts degree from the University of Georgia.
Presently completing a novel, Wiggins' poetry has appeared widely in
magazines including Crosscurrents, The Ohio Journal and The Arts
Journal.
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